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Introduction: The Living Room
Revolution

Perhaps you've been a participant in many of the recent technology “revolutions.” If you're like me
you've probably seen writing go from typewriting to desktop publishing, cameras go from film to
digital, recorded music go from vinyl albums to cassettes to CD-ROMs and then to MP3s downloaded
from the Internet.

It is doubtful that today you would want to purchase a turntable, cassette deck, or even a CD
player—except perhaps to play some old recordings you have. You probably could add film cameras
and typewriters to that list too.

So now TI'll pose the next question to the children of the revolution: as of today would you buy a
personal computer, DVD player or recorder, MP3 jukebox, or any personal video recorder (or PVR)
device such as TiVo or ReplayTV?

I hope not! You're a child of the digital revolution and those devices are the problem, not the
solution.

If you're reading this book, you have heard the news: For the price of a good personal computer
you can have one device that can:

Play, record, and store hundreds of hours of TV programs.

Burn DVDs, audio CDs, MP3s, and DVD MP3s.

Store, catalog, and display all of your digital photographs and videos.

Store, manage, and play your complete music library—with visualizations.

Play DVDs and access all the “computer-only” content on them too.

Access TV listings and see them from programs you are watching—or recording.

Network and distribute TV programs, music, video files, and pictures throughout your home.

Play and pause live FM radio and Internet radio broadcasts.

Control all of the above functions using one remote control.
A Windows XP Media Center Edition PC is the first real home entertainment device to blend the
features of a TV, DVD player/recorder, audio and MP3 player/recorder, PVR, and content from the
Internet in one affordable consumer electronics product. Oh, and I guess its only fair to mention
you get a top-of-the-line personal computer thrown in too since it’s the engine that powers all of that
functionality.

As much as Windows XP Media Center Edition PCs are sold as, well, PCs, I like to think of them

as media servers. PCs power a lot of things in life that we aren’t even aware of. On a recent flight I had
the first seat behind the cockpit and before the flight I heard a technician telling the navigator “Just hit

Control+Alt+Delete.” Yikes! The navigator was rebooting the laptop that held the flight plans. You
can't always see them, but PCs perform all sorts of duties in the new world order. Xvii
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Xxviii  Introduction: The Living Room Revolution

That’s why I've put my Windows XP Media Center Edition PC in my entertainment center cabinet.
It’s busy acting as my TV tuner. It’s recording whatever I watch in real time and allowing me to pause
and rewind the show I'm watching. I set it to record all my favorite shows. I use it to listen to music.
I watch DVDs from it. I watch and store my home movies with it. And when I'm not doing anything
with it, it displays all of my personal photographs in a beautiful slideshow on my TV screen.

I don’t have a computer monitor attached to it—just a TV. I don’t even use a keyboard or a mouse
with it. I just use a remote control. What about computing? I realized that most of my real computing
was done at work. I was really using my computer at home for entertainment: burning MP3s, storing
pictures from my digital camera, or making edits of my videos.

All of that can be done using a TV and remote control when you have a Windows XP Media Center
Edition PC. About the only things I don't use it for are writing e-mails and accessing the Internet. I
can do those things with it too—I just prefer to do that at a desk using my laptop rather then from
my sofa. But even that habit is starting to change.

Owning a Windows XP Media Center Edition PC has revolutionized my living room. Gone are
all of the devices that used to fill shelves next to my TV. The VCR, the DVD player, my TiVo, and
my stereo are all now collecting dust in the closet. I just stopped using them all once I started using
my Media Center PC. Where there was once an array of devices that couldnt work with one another
and needed a coffee table full of remote controls, there is one device and one remote control. All of
my entertainment choices are displayed from an onscreen menu and everything works the same way
using the same user interface.

As much as this book is about how to buy and use a Media Center PC, down deep it is a book
about how owning one changes the way you watch TV and manage your entertainment content. Your
system will put you in control of your TV viewing better than any other device. It puts TV programs,
DVDs, your pictures, videos, and music into an easily accessible environment that not only allows
you to access your media, but also to share it just as easily.

Like all good revolutions, this one empowers you.

Now, let’s learn how to use that power wisely.

Who's This Book For?

Aside from the obvious fact that this book is geared towards owners of Media Center PCs, this book
is for:

Anyone who wants to put the media playing features of their personal computer to work in
their home powering their total entertainment experience.

People who have built (or want to build) music, video, and picture libraries on their
personal computer and would like to use a TV to view or listen to them.

People who like the idea of using digital video recording for TV shows and being able to
control their viewing of TV in a more convenient manner.

What You Need to Use This Book

Users of this book should have a Media Center PC, a high-speed connection to the Internet (although
dial-up will also work), and a TV source such as cable, satellite, or antenna near the computer.
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Introduction: The Living Room Revolution xix

Conventions Used in This Book

To help you get the most from the text and keep track of what's happening, we’'ve used a number of
conventions throughout the book:

When we introduce them, we highlight important words in italics.
We show keyboard strokes like this: Ctrl+A.

We present URLSs, file names, and directory names in a monofont 1ike this.

Icons Used in This Book

Following is a brief description of the icons used to highlight certain types of material in this book.

Tip

Each Tip gives you additional information that adds to the topic under discussion. The information typically
springs from something in the immediately preceding paragraph and provides a succinct suggestion that you
might want to follow up on while working through the chapter. In effect, a Tip says, “You should try this as
well.”

Note

A Note is just that: a note. Usually a note provides information related to the topic under discussion but not
essential to it for the purposes of working through that topic. A Note says, essentially, “Here’s an interesting
point about the topic or something you might want to keep in mind.”

Cross-Reference
The Cross-Reference icon refers you to other chapters that cover a point just mentioned in the text in more
detail. You'll also sometimes find cross-references in parentheses.

How This Book Is Organized

I've divided this book into six sections. After introducing you to setting-up your system, it takes a look
at each of the types of activities you will use your Media Center PC for: TV, music, photo viewing, and
getting content from the Internet. The following sections describe briefly how the book is organized.
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XX Introduction: The Living Room Revolution

Part I: Introduction and Setup

This part will help you understand the benefits of using Media Center, and will guide you through
planning how to incorporate a Media Center PC as the hub of your entertainment system. It will show
you how to set up Media Center and will also introduce you to the operating system and applications
that come with it.

Part ll: Media Center Edition PCs and Devices

Hardware and devices that you will connect to your Media Center PC are covered in this part of the
book. In addition to examining the best type of PC configurations, it also looks at displays, audio
devices, and networking.

Part Ill: Watching and Recording TV: Playing
and Burning DVDs

This part of the book explores TV viewing and recording. It shows you how to use the program guide
used by Media Center to schedule recordings and even how to make DVDs of your recorded shows.

Part IV: Music and Radio

Listening to music and radio are covering here. In particular this part will show you how Media Center
works with Windows Media Player to manage music files and create playlists. It will also show how
you can listen to radio using your PC.

Part V: Viewing Photos and Home Videos

This section takes a look at how to view and manage your photo library using Media Center. It also
looks at how to create slide shows and add music to them.

Part VI: Expanding Media Center

The book concludes with chapters on how to expand Media Center by adding more programs and
using content from the Internet. The last chapter will explore the potential—and limitations—of Media
Center PCs.

Part VII: Appendixes

A listing of Media PC vendors plus third-party hardware and software is located in the Appendixes. It
also offers a list of additional resources.
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Chapter 1

Planning to Use a
Windows XP Media MAGAZINE
Center Edition PC

Windows XP Media Center Edition PC is a PC that has been enhanced for home entertainment.

Media Center systems are offered complete with all of the hardware and software needed for
viewing and recording TV programs, DVDs, personal videos and pictures, as well as for listening to
music and radio.

Unlike traditional computers, Media Center PCs can use a regular TV as the display and can be
operated using a supplied remote control. You can also continue to use a computer monitor or have
both a computer monitor and a TV connected and in use at the same time.

The operating system, which is only available on Windows XP Media Center Edition PCs, has a
TV-centric environment that makes it possible to use your PC in living room, bedroom, or family room
settings using only a TV.

This chapter takes a look at how using a Windows XP Media Center Edition PC will change your
home entertainment experience—and the entertainment equipment you may currently use. It also
takes a look at what equipment and media you will want to keep—and what you will want to put away.

Cross-Reference
Part Il of this book examines Media Center PC hardware and devices. Appendix A provides you with a list of
Media Center PC manufacturers.

Putting It All in One Box

Where there used to be a home stereo, DVD player, CD player, VHS recorder, TiVo, and a box full
of remote controls, you can now replace them all with just one device: a Windows XP Media Center
Edition PC (referred to henceforth as a “Media Center PC”). It will enable you to do everything all
of the old devices did, but all in one device, with one remote control, and with one common user
interface and set of controls. Even better, all of your entertainment content can be accessed easily and
can work together. A good example is creating a DVD: Your picture files create the backgrounds in

3
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menus; your music files can be used for background music; and your home videos or TV programs
can be the video. Your Media Center PC will enable you to assemble the project and then burn it to a
DVD. It all works together seamlessly.

A Media Center PC will quickly become your TV tuner, video recorder, jukebox, DVD player,
slideshow player, and even your radio.

This is largely possible because unlike standard PCs, Media Center PCs are designed to use either
a TV or a computer monitor—or both—as their display. How you use and configure your displays is
up to you and your lifestyle. Most people will still put it to work as a PC much of the time, so you can
have both displays hooked up and that is a great way to use it as well. For home office use it will play
all of the TV content on a computer monitor and that is another way people use it.

Are you ready to use a powerful PC only for entertainment? At first I didn’t think I was. But consider
this—you can get a great Media Center PC for about the same price as a Digital Video Redcorder and
a DVD video recorder. Here is an example:

Pioneer DVD Recorder with TiVo Service: $999. You get a DVD player/recorder and also
get about 80 hours of hard disk storage for TV recording, and then you can move that
content onto a DVD using this device. There is a limited photo storage and music storage
function too. Essentially, thats it. You have to pay $12.95 each month for the TiVo service.

HP Media Center PC: $999. You get at least 120 hours of hard disk storage that can be
expanded, free TV listings service, DVD recording, plus full access to all Windows functions,
system upgrades, access to Internet content, and all of the features that it takes a whole book
(such as this one) to chronicle. Without the personal computer functions, it still represents a
much greater TV/video/DVD recorder value than any other consumer device on the market.
Unlike the preceding device, content can be viewed on a computer monitor in addition to a
TV display.

If you are like many people you have been using most of the power of your PC for entertainment,
not for general computing, so moving to a Media Center PC also is a good time to think about your
personal computing needs.

Photo and video editing, games, music, CD and DVD burning—those are the reasons people are
buying PCs today. You can access the Internet, do your accounting and word processing, and check
e-mail from the least expensive computer on the market. But you wouldn't buy the least expensive
computer if you wanted to burn DVDs.

If you think it through, you may want to put the entertainment power of the PC where it makes the
most sense—in your living room or family room. It really makes sense to me, at least; I never really
enjoyed sitting in my office listening to music I downloaded, video files I created, or attempting to
watch TV with a TV tuner card. The office was the wrong place for the things PCs have become so
good at in the entertainment realm.

With home networking and Media Center Extenders, high-speed access to the Internet, and a
Media Center PC, you will be able to change the way you think about both your computer and your
entertainment center.

Cross-Reference
Chapter 8 explains Media Center Extenders. These are devices that connectto your PC through a home network
and enable you to view content from Media Center on a TV.
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Portrait of a Windows Entertainment PC

When you purchase a Media Center PC, its a good time to review the progress you are making in
moving to an all-digital entertainment system. In fact, it is a great time to upgrade your current
entertainment equipment and even get rid of some of it. Whether the Media Center PC is in use in
your living room, family room, or even your home office, it represents the opportunity to create an
amazing digital home entertainment system.

At first glance, a Windows XP Media Center PC looks just like a regular Windows PC—because
it is. It is a high-end PC powered by Windows XP that has been expanded to excel at playing media
using a special extension of the Windows XP operating system and high-performance components
that are optimized for getting media content in and out of the PC.

Most current Windows PCs enable you to play music using Windows Media Player and many
other programs designed to play music. The same is true for videos and digital photographs. If your
computer has a special TV tuner card you can also view and even record TV programs. Although it
is possible to take virtually any PC and add audio and video cards to allow it to play media, such a
configuration would lack integration and one consistent user interface across media applications.

Media Center PCs enable you to view and control your entire TV, DVD, music, video, and digital
photo collection using Media Center. It keeps all media content in one unified place and you access,
control, and view your media content the way it was intended to be viewed—on a TV using a remote
control.

Sitting at a desk with a computer monitor, mouse, and keyboard is perfect for word processing
and traditional computing applications, but youw'll probably agree that it is not nearly as conducive
to watching TV or listening to music. If you are like most people you will want your entertainment
experience to be in a more comfortable setting, such as a living room or family room. Additionally,
PCs don't work that well for viewing by groups of people; it's hard for more than one person to view
a computer monitor. TVs remain the most natural way to watch TV and view videos.

Media Center PCs take care of that problem. You can literally set up your Media Center PC in your
family room, turn it on, and control it without using a keyboard or a mouse—just a remote control.

Both a PC and an Entertainment Center

The fact thata Media Center PC works well as an entertainment center presents one important question:
Do you use it as your PC or do you use it only as an entertainment device?

Because you can hook both a computer monitor and a TV set to the PC simultaneously, you can
have both displays in either a home office or the family room. Until now that has been about the only
option if you wanted to use a Media Center PC for both entertainment and traditional computing.

Some people may simply continue to use a Media Center PC as their home office PC and occasionally
use it for media viewing. Others may take the plunge and locate it in their family room hooked up
only to their TV and dedicate it to being their entertainment center. The good news is that it now can
be used for both purposes—and in different rooms—at the same time.

Using simple home networking and “Extender” devices, you can solve the “office vs. family room”
dilemma. As you learn in the chapters that follow, you can set up your PC in the home office and
network it to an inexpensive device that hooks up to your TV and allows access to the complete Media
Center experience from anywhere else in your home.

Figure 1-1 shows a typical Media Center PC home configuration using the PC in the office and
Media Center Extenders for the family room and bedroom.
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Figure 1-1: An example of a home network using a Media Center PC.

A New Way to Watch and Record TV

Regardless of where you locate the Media Center PC you will want to take advantage of its TV viewing
and recording features. All Media Center PCs enable you to connect your PC to the TV source you
currently use (cable, satellite, or antenna) and view it on any display connected to your PC.

Once you've connected your Media Center PC to your TV source you can take advantage of its
many TV-specific features, including the following:

Live TV viewing
Pausing, rewinding, and returning to live TV
Viewing TV as a Media Center window on your standard Windows XP desktop

Using a free two-week Program Guide to view TV listings and find information about
programs

Recording live TV or scheduling recordings of TV programs by time, date, and channel, or
using the Program Guide to schedule recordings

Playing back recorded TV programs—even while recording a live TV program

Watching a live TV show while recording another live TV show if your PC is equipped with
dual TV tuners

Communicating with other people online while using Media Center with Microsoft
Messenger

The Media Center PC enables you to use your PC as a TV tuner, recorder, and Program Guide. You
can also save your recorded TV programs to DVDs (as shown in Chapter 11). Figure 1-2 shows the
My TV screen used in Media Center.
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Figure 1-2: Viewing and recording TV with My TV.

Listenting to Music and Radio

Media Center excels at creating a unique audio experience by connecting your Media Center PC to
either powered stereo or surround sound speakers. It also allows you to interact with your music
visually using the same user interface that you use for TV viewing.

Media Center builds visual screens of your music files and enables you to display and listen to
them by artist, album, song, or genre. You can search for music within any of those categories and
add music from audio CDs or simply play CDs.

Media Center uses Windows Media Player to build your music library and works with any playlist
created in Windows Media Player. You can also download music from online music stores such as
Napster and add it to your music library with Media Center.

If you have a Media Center PC with an FM tuner card you can also listen to live FM broadcasts. If
you have Internet access, you can listen to Internet radio stations. You can even pause and rewind radio
broadcasts! Between broadcast and Internet radio stations, your choice of music sources is virtually
unlimited while in Media Center.

One of the nicest features of Music Center is the visualization of the music library. If your files have
album art embedded you will be able to view your music collection by album cover. While listening
to music you can watch a slideshow of your photo files or use “visualizations” that turn your TV or
monitor into a kinetic video synced to your music.

Figure 1-3 shows the My Music menu of Media Center and gives a preview of how it enables you
to interact visually with your music library.
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FORGET ABOUT IT
Alison Krauss

11 tracks, 40:06, 1999

ALBUM DETAILS

Play Stay

Add to Queue Forget About It

Edit It Wouldn't Have Made Any Difference
Delete Maybe

Empty Hearts

Never Got Off the Ground

Ghost In This House

It Don't Matter Now

Figure 1-3: Access your music files with My Music.

Viewing Your Video Library

If you have home videos from your analog or digital camcorder, Media Center is a great place for
managing them and viewing them. Using the same file system, menus, and controls used throughout
Media Center you will be able to treat your video files like any TV program—just point, click, and view.

One of the nice features of working with home videos in Media Center is that you can connect an
analog video source such as an analog camcorder or VHS recorder, capture video for display in Media
Center, and save it as a file. If you have a digital camcorder it will be best to capture the video using a
digital connection. Either way, it is easy to get your home videos into Media Center.

You can also control and view videos directly from your digital camcorder if it is connected to your
computer using the IEEE 1394/Firewire connection from your device. This enables you to view your
videos without first storing them on your hard drive.

As you will learn as you read more of this book, Media Center is good at displaying information
about what you are watching or listening to. While watching a video you can press the Info button on
your remote control to display the file information about your video on-screen in the same way you
view Program Guide information while watching a TV program.

Figure 1-4 shows a video library in My Video.

Watching a DVD

Media Center also enables you to play DVDs in the same way as any other media content. Although it
uses the same controls for transport it also features all the standard controls used on any DVD player,
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Figure 1-4: View your video files in My Video.

including accessing the DVD menu and special features. When you insert a DVD into your Media
Center PC, the DVD will automatically begin playing in Media Center.

Chapter 11 looks at both playing DVDs and recording your own content—including recorded TV
programs—onto DVDs.

Getting Other Content Using Online Spotlight

If your Media Center PC is connected to the Internet you will be able to access special Media Center—
formatted content from Online Spotlight. This area of Media Center is where you can download movies
for rent or purchase, buy music, find Internet radio stations, view news and weather, and download
additional programs such as games.

Media Center does not include a Web browser, but you can return to Windows XP for general
Web browsing at any time. Most Web sites are designed for computer monitor displays—not TV
displays. As a TV-centric environment Media Center links only to Web content that has been designed
to function and be viewed like all other Media Center programs. Those Web sites are accessed using
Online Spotlight.

Figure 1-5 shows a typical Online Spotlight screen linking you to a variety of Internet-based content.



P1: KOA
WY050-01

WY050-Ulick-v4 September 23, 2004 0:29

S

10 PC Magazine—Guide to Windows XP Media Center Edition 2005

MediaCenter ¥,

Showcase ° [ﬁ]
Music & Radio = -ﬁ. : \wb Vs ‘nusicmatch

pster
Movies & TV
News & Sports =3 _ m ArcSoft

Lifestyle

SRR 00:42
Share the love, Share

Figure 1-5: Media Center connects to Online Spotlight on the Internet for additional content.

Adding More Programs

Since the release of Media Center, a large number of companies have begun developing additional
programs that integrate into the TV-centric environment of Media Center. Ranging from games to
DVD recording programs, the More Programs area is where you access additional programs you have
installed.

The two most recently accessed programs are added to the Start Screen of Media Center, and
the More Programs button allows you launch and find all additional programs that you have added.
Chapter 18 looks at where to find more programs and how to install them.

Figure 1-6 shows the More Programs screen.

Going Digital: The Main Ingredients

When you are familiar with the features and benefits of Media Center, it’s a good time to begin thinking
about all of the media content and devices you currently use in your home. Getting a Media Center PC
will change the way you experience entertainment. With it you leave the “analog” world of yesteryear
and go all digital.
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Figure 1-6: Launch third-party Media Center applications from the More Programs screen.

Like most people, you probably have a mix of old and new TVs, stereos, video recorders, CD
players, and DVD players. You probably also have a ton of audio CDs, cassettes, VHS tapes, DVDs,
and boxes of photographs and home videos. No doubt you've watched how much of your favorite
media has made the move from analog to digital.

Examples of analog media include the following;

Film- and print-based photographs and slides
VHS videotapes

8mm or Super8 home movies

Vinyl albums

Cassette audiotapes

Over-the-air TV broadcasts

Cable that does not use a set-top box

Although many of these examples are now out of date, you may have lots of good music, video, and
pictures in those formats. Converting as many of those media in old formats as possible to digital
formats is important because they will last longer and take up a lot less physical space than they
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do in their analogs forms. Most importantly, with digital versions of these media stored as digital
files on your PC, you can manage and control them in ways never possible using analog media or
devices.

Old Habits Die Hard—Or Do They?

| recently converted my CD collection to MP3 files stored on my hard drive. After | converted them |
sold the CDs themselves to a used CD store. After carrying 18 very heavy boxes to the used CD store, |
really understood how “physical” CDs were. They were clunky and heavy and held a small amount of
music compared to where they ended up: my Apple iPod. | now have a wall full of space where there
were once thousands of CDs, and the musical equivalent to several hundred pounds of CDs
(admittedly much of it from being in plastic cases) now fit in the palm of my hand (and on a few data
DVDs for backup). Beyond the amazing reduction of physical media and space, for the first time | can
access and listen to my entire music library from one place. All my music is cataloged, searchable,
and available to me in a matter of seconds no matter where | want to go. Kind of gives you incentive to
go all digital, eh?

This book assumes that what you are really interested in using your Media Center PC for is
entertainment first and computing second. With that in mind, let’s take a look at all of the devices and
media that you should be examining to create your new Media Center PC-based home entertainment
system.

Analog Content and Devices

If you want to keep the content from analog media you will need to keep the equipment that can play
it—at least during the process of converting it to digital format. Keep that in mind as you are planning
your digital entertainment system and you will save yourself a lot of money replacing equipment or
hiring a service to do it for you at a later date.

Following is a breakdown of analog content and analog devices you will want to keep and others
that you can put away. Keep in mind that you can certainly keep old media and equipment—*“put
away” means simply that you probably won't use or need the media or equipment once you get your
new Media Center PC system in place.

Audio Cassettes and Vinyl Albums: If you never converted them to CDs or digital files on
your computer, now is a good time to do so. Keep them handy during that period and
longer if you are nostalgic or a collector, but overall if you want to listen to them, convert
them to digital files and then put them away for safekeeping.

Cassette Decks and Turntables: Again, for sentimental value or pure nostalgia you may
want to keep your turntable or cassette deck. You will also want to keep them during your
conversion because you will need them to capture the audio from your albums or cassettes.
As an ongoing audio source in a digital system, however, they will not be needed.

Home Videotapes and Movies: Regardless of their format—8mm, Super8, VHS, VHS-C,
Digit8, MiniDV, or S-VHS—keep your original home movies for converting and archiving
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them as original source material. Music from CDs, for example, can usually be replaced, but
that is not the case with home movies and videos. Get them to digital formats as soon as
possible and then store them in a safe, dry place with a stable temperature. Computers
sometimes crash and backups get lost; for these reasons and more it’s always good to keep
the originals.

Photographic Prints, Slides, and Negatives: If you have a lot of old photos it will probably
take you a long time to convert them into digital files such as JPEGs for storage on your PC.
It’s a good idea to convert them because once you do you can use them for media projects
and you will have a digital backup of precious memories. After they are in digital form you
can share them with friends and family via posting them on the Internet, sending them via
e-mail, or sending CD-ROMs via snail mail. You can do the job yourself with a good scanner
or send them off to the local photo service for conversion.

Stereo Systems: As good as your home stereo may be, unless you plan to use it as a
powered set of speakers for your Media Center PC, it may be good to think about putting it
away. Home stereos are old technologies that are not capable of easily being controlled by
your new Media Center PC—based system. One thing that home stereos are good for is
listening to local radio (and you may keep it just for that). It may be better to add a TV tuner
card that features an FM tuner to your Media Center PC, which will enable you to use your
Media Center PC to listen to stations in your area that may not be available through Internet
radio.

VCRs: After converting any home videos or favorite tapes, you will have little use for VHS
recording or playing. If you are like most people you probably have put your VHS recorder
away or thrown it out. There will be times when you will come across a VHS video, such as
home movies that you want or an old video that is only available on VHS, and you will be
glad you didn’t throw your deck out. This is also true if you have friends or family who can
view your videos only on their VHS deck—you will need to create VHS tapes of your digital
movies for their viewing.

After you sort out what media you want to include long-term, be sure to keep the devices that play
them handy—at least for a while. I no longer have an audio CD player, DVD player, or even a home
stereo in use in my home. I keep them in storage but I just haven't had to use them for a long time—but
that doesn’t mean I never will. PCs crash and you change PCs now and then. For those times I am
glad all my old equipment is at hand.

Digital Media and Devices

After taking inventory of your analog world you also need to take a look at what digital media and
devices you have available. Much of it may currently be on your PC or in the form of media delivered
from the Internet or converted from your analog sources.

Audio CD Players: Your PC plays CDs and it plays just about every other audio format
possible. That makes it a better device overall than a dedicated CD player in your
entertainment system. If you have a CD player that can play MP3 files, it will be more useful
in the near-term. Because your computer has a CD-ROM drive that can play audio CDs and
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enables you to store them on your hard drive, an audio CD player is not required for your
new system.

Audio CDs: You will want to keep your audio CDs around if you have not yet converted
those to digital files such as MP3 or if your car has a standard CD player without MP3
capacity. You'll also want to keep them if you have other players at home or work that can
only play audio CDs.

Audio and MP3 Files: If you have been converting, downloading, and buying music in
MP3 and WMA file formats you are well on your way to your digital home entertainment
system. At this point you want to think about how to move all of those files to one central
place. That place will be your Media Center PC, which will act as your music server, CD
player, and stereo system. If you have a DVD recorder on your current PC, it’s good practice
to archive and back up your music files to data DVDs. This also makes it easy to move them
to your new Media Center PC.

Digital Photos: Just as with music files, if you have been converting your old photos to
digital files using a scanner or digital photo service you are well on your way in the photo
department of your new system. Get into the practice of backing up those important files on
CD-ROM or DVD.

Digital Videotapes: Digital videotapes are actually a good place to keep videos unless you
have a lot of hard drive space for storing them. Right now video files are huge and can
consume a hard drive pretty fast. Unlike TV programs or other replaceable content, you
wouldn’t want to store your home videos in a highly compressed, low-quality format. As a
rule, you capture home videos at high quality for editing or short-term storage while you are
working with them and then “send” the edited file back to digital videotape. With your
Media Center PC you will be able to move your home videos to DVD for storage, but even
then you need to keep your originals—at least where they are easy to get at.

DVD Players: Its not that DVD players are old technology; they just aren’t as good as using
your Media Center PC. Using your PC to play DVDs has a number of advantages that will be
explored throughout this book. Controlling a DVD from your system and the ability to
access special PC-only content found on many DVDs are the best reasons to put your DVD
player in the closet and use your Media Center PC instead.

DVDs: At least for now, keep your DVDs out and in use. Because movies on DVDs are copy
protected, you won't easily (or legally) be able to move them to your computer. Even if you
can copy them, the movies take up an enormous amount of hard drive space—usually at
least 5GB each. DVDs offer high quality, low cost, are easy to store, and are totally
compatible and playable with your Media Center PC.

TV Programming: TV shows come to you in a number of ways. For the most part, your
Media Center PC won't care too much where the shows come from or whether they are
analog or digital. That is true today in a world where most all of our TV shows are
analog—even if they are delivered to you on a digital system such as digital cable or one of
the two major satellite systems. As time goes by, high definition television (HDTV), which is
digital and of very high quality, will become more available and will be an option for you
when upgrading your TV or your cable/satellite service. For the next few years, though,
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think of TV as analog signals that are delivered or stored as digital files on your Media Center
PC.

Digital Cable or Satellite Box: If you subscribe to digital cable or a satellite service such as
Dish or DirecTV you will continue to need a cable set-top box or satellite decoder box. In
your new Media Center PC system, your PC will take control of them for you and you will
connect them to, and view the programming from, your PC.

PVRs such as TiVo or Replay: As handy as personal video recorders (PVRs) are, the PC is
just better at being a video recorder. PCs offer far more storage and the storage is easily
expandable. Media Center PCs also enable you to store TV programs to a DVD for archiving
or playing elsewhere. TiVo and Replay have a monthly service fee to get TV listings required
to program recordings; Media Center PCs offer TV listings at no charge. Once you use your
Media Center PC you will probably find the TiVo or Replay gathering dust on the shelf.

Music and Movies from the Internet: Music and movies are being made widely available
for rent or purchase from sources on the Internet. The Internet is a great source for
entertainment content—but generally only if you have high-speed Internet access such as
DSL or broadband cable service in your home. Recently, the music industry began making it
possible to legally buy individual music tracks as MP3s for around a dollar using services
such as Napster 2.0 (which you can use with your Media Center PC; see Chapter 19). This is
the shape of things to come and will be the model for movie rentals in the future.

Radio Services: Radio stations are now being broadcast over the Internet and you can use
your Media Center PC to listen to them with great ease and control. Your system, if
equipped with an FM tuner, will also be capable of playing local off-the-air FM radio stations
controlled by your PC like any other audio source. The ability to use your PC as a radio
really completes the utility of the PC as a replacement for home stereos.

Summary

A Media Center PC enables you to use your PC as your entertainment center. You can connect your
Media Center PC to a compute monitor, TV, or both, and use it to view TV, DVDs, home videos, digital
photos, and to listen to music and radio. All of that content is controlled the same way whether you're
using a keyboard, mouse, or remote control, and all use a TV-centric interface.

By converting all of your old “analog” music, video, and photography to digital file formats, you
can store them all on your Media Center PC. Once there, you can use them as an ongoing part of your
digital entertainment experience.

The process of converting analog content to digital format requires that you have the devices that
play them in their analog form. Hold on to your old cassette deck, VCR, analog camcorder, and
turntable at least until you are sure that you have successfully transferred all of your analog media to
your Media Center PC.
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0 ne of the biggest challenges many people face when considering buying a Media Center PC
is where it will be used in the home. Just about any Media Center PC on the market is a
top-of-the-line PC that’s more than capable of any office-computing task. As discussed in Chapter 1,
the audio and video powers of Media Center PCs also make them one of the most powerful home
entertainment devices on the market today.

Used as an entertainment center in the family room or for powering the entertainment center from
the home office, Media Center PCs can do so much that you will want to reconfigure your current
home entertainment system. You will want to keep parts of your current entertainment system and
some you will want to remove. This chapter looks at how to build a home entertainment center with
the Media Center PC at the heart of it.

Choosing the Right Media Center
PC Form Factor

You will need to start with the purchase of a Media Center PC.

One of the first questions most people ask when thinking about purchasing a Media Center PC
is “Why can't I just add Media Center to my current PC?” As you learn in the next chapter, Media
Center PCs are a combination of hardware, software, and operating system that all work together as
a configured system. The system is only sold as a Media Center PC and unfortunately is not available
as an upgrade to your current computer.

If you have yet to purchase one, a good way to start is to read this book and understand all of the
features and possibilities that such a purchase represents. Understanding the functions and knowing
where you plan to use it in your home will help you get the right model.

For example, if you primarily want to use your Media Center PC for picture viewing and music,
you can purchase a model with a smaller hard drive. If you plan to use your Media Center PC for
recording tons of TV shows and editing home videos you will want to get a model with TV tuner cards
and the largest hard drive possible—and maybe even one where you can add additional hard drives.

Media Center PCs come nicely equipped with just about everything you will need except a display.
In addition to deciding what type of display you will use (see the nearby sidebar), you also a have
choice of what size and shape (form factor) of Media Center PC you want. As a component in your 17
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entertainment center it will be a highly visible device in your home. Media Center PCs come in different
shapes to match your lifestyle.

To TV or not to TV?

Many retail sellers of Media Center PCs such as Best Buy and Circuit City bundle 15" or 17” LCD
displays with Media Center PCs. | am always amazed at that bundle; the magic and dazzle of a Media
Center PC is that you can use it with a TV, but | have yet to see one promoted that way at a retail outlet.
A good friend of mine wanted to check one out and he went to several retailers including CompUSA.
Not one had their Media Center PCs hooked up to a TV, and none would do that for him. He finally
hunted down a store that would make the connection for him and saw a Media Center PC hooked up to
a 42" plasma TV. He bought the computer—and the 42" plasma TV.

If you plan to use your Media Center PC in your living room or family room you may want to take a
pass on the LCD display bundle. If you are in the market for a new TV, ask if the retailer can give you an
equally good “bundle” deal with a TV in place of the LCD display.

Media Center PCs come in five basic form factors. Each has its advantages for different locations and
applications.

Tower

Towers are just what their name implies: They are large, vertically oriented oblong boxes designed
originally as office equipment and for office use. They are easily expanded and are low-cost. Most
Media Center PCs are being sold as vertical towers like most PCs sold in retail outlets. The reason for
this is that it’s cheaper and easier for manufacturers to take an existing PC and add on the components
that make it meet Microsofts Media Center PC requirements than it is to create new form factor
cases.

The only problem with the tower form factor is that it looks like an office PC; it's not really a
machine that looks like it belongs in a living room. Additionally, the vertical shape is unfriendly to
most all entertainment center shelving and furniture. If you take pride in the appearance of your
entertainment center you will need to consider if this form factor is right for you.

Manufacturers such as Sony and Hewlett-Packard have recognized this issue and have made cos-
metic upgrades to Media Center PCs. The Hewlett-Packard line, for example, offers its Media Center
PCs with a glossy black and chrome front panel with all connectors available from the front but hidden
by doors when not being used (see Figure 2-1). Its a clean, polished look, but the vertical form factor
is still not perfect for most entertainment centers.

If you plan to use your Media Center PC in an office or a location that can work with a tower, you
will find this form factor easy to find and a great value. Because these machines share the casing and
parts with their regular PC lines, larger manufacturers can produce them at a low cost and service
them easily. They are also easily upgraded and expanded, making it simple to add hard drives and
expansion cards.

For overall value, choice of retailers, and expansion options, the tower can't be beat—if you can
live with it in your entertainment center.
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Figure 2-1: Hewlett-Packard’s tower form factor Media Center PC.

Desktop/Rack Mount

A form factor a bit friendlier to home entertainment systems is the desktop form factor, sometimes also
referred to as a rack mount form factor. It’s about the same size as a tower, but it sits horizontally rather
than vertically. In many cases with regular PCs, the monitor sits on top of a desktop form factor PC
as shown in Figure 2-2 showing a Gateway desktop form factor PC. The overall look of most desktop
Media Center PCs is that of a rack stereo unit; it fits well in most entertainment centers (assuming no
monitor sitting atop it) and has all of the expansion potential of the tower units.

ABS, CyberPower Inc., iBuyPower Inc., Mind, Tagar, and ZT Group offer Media Center PCs in this
form factor. ViewSonic makes its Media Center PCs work as either a tower or a desktop (see Figure 2-3).

[ ]
Note

Most desktop/rack mount form factor Media Center PCs are available only through mail-order companies, so
it's hard to see one before you purchase it.

The models available do a great job looking good as a part of your home entertainment center. The
fit and finish make them look like a high-end stereo unit. They come in black or silver and the front
panels are devoid of doors and connectors (they are usually hidden behind the front panel).
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Figure 2-3: ViewSonic’s Media Center PC can be positioned as a tower or horizontally to fit in

entertainment centers.

Overall, desktop or rack mount form factors are good choices for a polished, highly visible Media
Center PC that combines the full power of a Media Center PC with good looks.

Cube

One of the most interesting form factors for Media Center PCs is the cube. It's very similar in appearance
to a mini shelf system stereo. It’s a machine that can fit just about anywhere due to its small size. (See
Figure 2-4.)

The smaller size does limit the cube form factor from being as expandable as the tower or desktop.
This means you have only one optical drive (such as a DVD-R or CD-RW) rather than the two usually
found on towers and desktops, and limited room for extra hard drives and add-on cards. Right now this
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Figure 2-4: ZT Group’ cube form factor Media Center PC.

form factor is available only from a small number of mail-order companies, making it hard to view prior
to purchase. Appendix A lists such mail-order companies, and you may find that some of the inde-
pendent computer retailers in your area custom configure cube systems that use the same form factor.

When size and appearance are the key features you want, the cube may be the right solution for
you. High prices and limited expansion are issues to seriously consider before purchasing.

Laptop

Media Center PCs now come in a laptop form factor. Laptops from manufacturers such as Hewlett-
Packard and Toshiba pack all of the features of a desktop Media Center PC into a large laptop. (See
Figure 2-5.) They feature the video in and out connections required for all Media Center PCs and can
be controlled by a remote control.

Figure 2-5: Hewlett-Packard’s laptop Media Center PC.
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Media Center PC laptops tend to be large so they can feature a large LCD display. Current models
feature a 15” standard display or a 17” widescreen display ideal for viewing DVDs and widescreen
movies. They are also heavy, weighing around 8 to 9 pounds.

Laptops offer full Media Center PC performance including DVD recorder drives, video inputs and
outputs, and the same operating system shared by all MCP PCs. They offer portable entertainment
and a great deal of flexibility for placement in the house or on the go.

Note

Portability comes at a price: Media Center PC laptops are atthe high range price-wise and can't match regular
PCs on expandability forefronts.

All-In-One

The concept of an “all-in-one” PC has been around for a while. Starting in the late 1980s with the
original Compaq portable computer, the first Macintosh computers, and in a variety of recent systems
from Sony VAIO, the “all-in-one” form factor is now being applied to Media Center PCs by companies
such as Gateway.

By putting all of the computer components, including a DVD drive, into the same housing as the LCD
monitor, you have a Media Center PC in one sleek unit. Figure 2-6 shows Gateway’s all-in-one model.

Figure 2-6: Gateway’s all-in-one Media Center PC.

This is a good configuration for certain uses—dorm rooms, offices, and even small living spaces.
It’s still possible to connect a TV, so an all-in-one is a good solution for users who prefer to use both a
computer monitor and a TV at the same time.
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Note

Although space-saving and stylish, the all-in-one does limit your monitor choice to the one contained in the

PC. The displays also tend to be small—17”, for example. If you plan to expand your system, the all-in-one
design will mean adding external devices for expansion—something to consider when trying to save space.

Media Center PC Components

Figure 2-7 illustrates what comes “in the box” of a typical system when you purchase a Media Center
PC.

Computer and supplied accessories

System unit

— Sub-woofer

Remote
sensor

C )ﬂo

O () Remote

o control
Remote sensor

controls (2)

TV coaxial cable

Figure 2-7: What to expect in the box when you purchase a typical Media Center PC.
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When you open the box of your new Media Center PC, expect to find the following:

CPU (the computer)

Keyboard and mouse

Power cords for the computer and speakers
Media Center remote control

Media Center remote sensors

Audio and video cables

Speakers (if your system came with them)

Manual and system recovery discs

You will find the computer, power cord, keyboard, and mouse in any computer you purchase. If your
system comes with powered speakers, there will be a power cord and cables to connect them to the
computer.

In addition to those basic items you will find an MCE Remote Control and (usually) batteries for it.
There will also be what is referred to as a “remote sensor.” This is the device that receives the signals
from the remote control. Unlike devices you currently have—where the sensor for communication
with a remote control is built into the device—Media Center PCs wisely use a remote sensor that can
be positioned away from the computer. This enables you to place it anywhere you like in view of your
remote control and to put your Media Center PC in a cabinet or out of sight.

You will also find remote sensors to control your cable or satellite set-top box. These are usually
very small RF devices that you place close to, or attach to, your set-top box. They are the devices that
change channels. They perform the exact same function as the remote control you currently use. In a
Media Center PC system, your computer will control channel changing on your set-top box using the
remote sensor controller. Your system may come with either one or two such devices.

Finally, if your system is equipped with a single or dual TV tuner card, there may be some basic
video connection cables and adapters. Typically you will find a coaxial cable for connecting the video
source (set-top box or antenna) to your Media Center PC. There may also be an adapter for connecting
an S-Video connector to a composite video source.

Which 0ld Equipment You Should Keep

After you have a Media Center PC, you will want take advantage of some of the equipment you
currently have. The following sections discuss the items that you need to keep for your Media Center
PC to power your entertainment center.

Cross-Reference
Chapter 10 is devoted to connecting your display to your Media Center PC.
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Computer Monitor

If you plan to use your computer monitor by itself or with a TV as a display for your Media Center
PC, you will want to make sure that it is large enough for entertainment viewing.

Most computer monitors, whether tube or LCD flat panels, will work perfectly as a display for
Media Center. This is an item you should keep and use as you always have.

TV

If you have not yet purchased a Media Center PC it is good to think about your TV now. If you have

a good quality TV, it should be capable of being your primary display. All Media Center PCs have

video-out ports with S-Video and composite video connections that allow them to connect to a TV.
Following are three tips when considering what display to use with your Media Center PC:

You can use composite video output, but if your TV has an S-Video input it is strongly
recommended that you use it.

If the TV you have doesn’ fit the profile of one that will work well with a Media Center PC,
you can use your computer monitor until you upgrade to a new TV.

If you purchase a TV that can function as a computer monitor, I suggest that you connect it
to your Media Center PC as a monitor using the 15-pin monitor connector rather than using
the composite or S-Video connectors. The quality of the image will be better this way.

CATHODE-RAY-DIODE (CRD) TVS

When dealing with a standard TV, your current TV may be perfectly good to use. Start by looking at
the back of your TV to identify what type of video connections it has using the examples shown in
Figure 2-8.

A — 2
Figure 2-8: S-Video and coaxial antenna connection on the TV tuner card.
As a starting point you should check your TV to make sure it has more than the coaxial antenna
connection standard on all TVs. If it has either a composite or S-Video connector you will be able to

connect your TV to your Media Center PC. You will not be able to use a TV that only has a coaxial
antenna connection.
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I tested my Media Center PC on a number of different TV sets. Although much will depend on the
quality of your particular set, following is what I have found to be a set of guidelines to determine if
your TV will work well when connected to your Media Center PC.

The only way to know how your TV will work is to hook it up to a Media Center PC and see how you
like the picture. To help with planning, Table 2-1 provides some tips to how your current TV may fare.

Table 2-1 TV Legibility Guidelines

TV Size Type Connector Results

137 Tube Composite or S-Video Not recommended. Text too small.

1%” LCD S-Video Small type, but text is sharp
enough to be legible.

20" Tube Composite or S-Video Acceptable. Text is small.

27" Tube Composite or S-Video Acceptable. Text is legible.

30” Tube Composite or S-Video Good. Text very legible.

36” Projection Composite or S-Video May be too soft in focus.

It would be nice to say that there is a certain size TV that is large enough to work, but as you can
see from the table, a large TV such as a projection unit may not be a good match and a 20" tube TV
with an S-VHS connection is just barely good enough to use. Microsoft has done an excellent job of
creating a user interface that can be read on most TVs, but even with good eyes and a sharp picture
on your TV, the text on the screen can be hard to read on sets under 20”.

Tube TVs 27” or larger will work well. Projection TVs, regardless of size, may have a bit less sharp
of a picture and that will affect text on the screen.

LCD TVS
Unlike CRD tube TVs, LCD TVs display text quite sharply; therefore, consideration of LCD TV size is
more a matter of how far you are from the TV and how good your eyesight is than it is the size of the
TV itself.

Following are two major categories of LCD TV displays:

LCD TV with Computer Connections: Even though many LCD TVs look like a flat-panel
computer monitor, not all have the ability or the connectors to act as computer monitors.
Those that do, however, are every bit as capable as any computer monitor.

LCD TV without Computer Connections: I have a Media Center Extender in my bedroom
and recently replaced my 20” tube TV with a 17” LCD TV that I got for a super price. Media
Center Extenders only have an S-Video connector because they are designed to be
connected to a TV and not a 15-pin VGA connector, so an LCD TV without computer
connections was the perfect answer.

HIGH-END TVS

Many people use the purchase of a Media Center PC as a time to upgrade their TV to a new display
such as an HDTV monitor or plasma display. Some Media Center PC models have a digital-out video
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port that can be connected to newer HDTV monitors. Some computer companies are bundling Media
Center PCs with plasma displays and sellers such as Gateway have become the largest sellers of plasma
TVs as a result.

The two major types of high-end TVs are

Plasma TVs: Most offer at least 640 x 480 VGA connections to a computer and the image is
as good as any computer monitor. Plasma TVs that deliver HDTV usually have connections
that allow them to act like a multi-sync computer monitor.

Enhanced Definition TVs and High Definition TVs: There is a new generation of tube
TVs that look like regular TV sets, but they have a much higher resolution that makes them
good for use as a computer monitor. Check to see if they have connections for acting as a
computer monitor and what resolutions they support.

Stereos and Speakers

Media Center PCs are usually sold with a set of powered speakers ranging from a simple pair of stereo
speakers to a full surround sound set with subwoofer. (See Figure 2-9.) Recently (to keep the price

Center
speaker

Left front

Right front
speaker

speaker

TV Media Center PC

Left rear ] ) Right rear
speaker Sub-woofer speaker

Figure 2-9: Typical surround sound system speaker placement.
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down) models have become available without speakers. This may be good news if you already have a
good set of speakers and don’t need an additional set.

The choice of amplifier and speakers for your system is a personal preference. If your computer
comes with powered speakers, give them a try. Most systems have speaker systems that are optimized
for TV and DVD viewing and usually are very good. The best systems are designed for surround sound
and have a center speaker, subwoofer, and four satellite speakers.

The advantage of the speaker system that comes with your computer is that it is controlled from
your computer. If you use your own stereo, for example, the tasks of turning it on and making volume
adjustments require an extra remote control.

At this point, some key questions to ask yourself about using your existing stereo system are

Is your system energy efficient in that it can go into a standby mode if left on at all times?

Do you have a surround sound system that can take advantage of DVD surround
soundtracks?

Does using your current stereo add complexity to your home entertainment system?

If you love your current system, keep it and continue to enjoy it. If you can buy a Media Center PC that
doesn’t come with a powered speaker system for less money, save yourself the money and purchase it
that way.

If you have been considering upgrading your stereo or speakers and your Media Center PC comes
equipped with a set, give those a serious try.

Satellite or Cable System Set-Top Box

If you subscribe to cable or satellite services you will continue to need the set-top box that comes with
your service.

Right now you control your set-top box directly using a remote control. Once you set up your
system, your Media Center PC will actually control the set-top box and you will use the remote
control that comes with your Media Center PC.

Cross-Reference
Chapter 6 goes into the details of how to have your computer take control of your set-top box. For now, it's
something you will keep in place and continue to need as a part of your system.

Equipment You Will Want to Get

In addition to the equipment you already have and use, to get the most from your Media Center PC
you may need to add some devices. The following sections detail adding a home network, wireless
keyboard and mouse, and maybe a terrific new TV to complete your Media Center PC entertainment
system.
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Home Network Equipment

Planning your home network is something you should consider doing prior to installing your Media
Center PC. When you set up your Media Center PC the first time you will be choosing settings for
networking and access to the Internet. This will enable you to configure your system correctly from
the beginning, which actually is easier than modifying it at a later date. (See Figure 2-10.)

If you decide to go with a wired network you will need to create an access point where you will
be placing your Media Center PC. If you will be placing your PC in the living room, family room, or

Office PC

Router

Media Center PC

DSL
Figure 2-10: A Media Center PC as the host of your wireless network.
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bedroom you may need to add a connection there for the first time. You should also be sure that you
have a phone jack or connection to your antenna or cable/satellite system.

Cross-Reference

Chapter 8 provides you with thoughts on how to network your Media Center PC, and you may want to read that
chapter prior to buying any networking equipment. For now, | would like to share some thinking based upon
my use of a Media Center PC in my home (see the following sidebar).

An example of network reconfiguration considerations

It's hard to make the jump from thinking of a PC as an office machine to a home entertainment device.
For example, when | got my Media Center PC and put it in my living room | intuitively thought that |
should add it to my wireless network as an additional device connected to my home office PC. | was
thinking of it the same way | thought of networking my laptop to my desktop computer.

That didn't work out at all.

My office computer was connected to a DSL service. When | started my home network | began
with my desktop computer being the main device (the base station) and connected DSL and a
network router to it. It had all the important files and was calling the shots in managing my home
network.

With my Media Center PC wirelessly connected to that network, it had access to the Internet and
files stored on my desktop and laptop. When | began to access music and video downloads from the
Internet and play video files stored on my other computers, things fell apart immediately.

Wireless networks, even with the new “G” standard, are not 100 percent reliable and they also
don't always perform at their stated rating. Wireless signals sometimes drop to really slow rates and
result in stops and glitches when listening to music from the Internet or other computers. | had two
solutions from which to choose:

m  The first option was to create a fast and reliable home network using a wired network. Wired
networks are fully capable of delivering the Internet and media files to any computer at an
acceptable speed. They use the Ethernet ports of your computers and move data at 100
mps—just about right for media. The drawback is that you have to have a home that is
“friendly” to a wired solution. I live in an apartment and can’t run wires through walls or
basements/ceilings without resulting in some expensive repairs when | move. | also didn't
want to have cables running around baseboards and through hallways. Considering all of that |
decided to rethink the wireless solution.

= The second option was to make the Media Center PC the host of the network and have it be the
place that connects directly to DSL and stores all the media files. By making my desktop and
laptop the devices sharing files and Internet access from my Media Center PC, the problem
was solved. | connected the wireless router and DSL directly to my Media Center PC. The
performance issues were completely solved. My desktop and laptop are mainly used for text or
access to the Internet for data so they work fine with the erratic speeds of wireless home
networking.
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The only thing | don’t like about this configuration is that | now have a DSL modem and router in my
living room. | was trying to get away from wires and clutter! Luckily, they are small devices that are
easily tucked away out of view.

Media Center Extender Devices

When choosing where to locate your Media Center PC and how to use it for both entertainment and
office computing, the best solution is to use Media Center Extender devices.

Cross-Reference
Chapter 8 takes a complete look at how Extenders work.

An Extender is a small box that connects your TV to your Media Center PC almost as if directly
connected as a monitor. The Extender adds the Media Center environment to the TV and enables you
to access the user interface and media content including the TV source, such as cable or satellite signals.

Extender devices make your TV set look, feel, and act just like a Media Center PC. This allows you
to place your Media Center PC in the location of your choice and connect other TVs in the house
using Extenders and your home network.

Moving away from the networking configuration example in the previous section, I now have my
Media Center PC in my home office and use Extenders for the TVs in my family room and bedroom.
Now my Media Center PC powers all my TVs and I have access to all my recorded TV shows, videos,
music files, and photo files from every TV set.

Internet Connection

If you plan on using your Media Center PC to access media content from the Internet, you will want
a high-speed connection if you intend to download media files and access streaming media; these
activities are like pulling teeth without a high-speed connection. Although it is possible to download
media using a dial-up connection to the Internet, media files are usually anywhere from large to huge
and will usually take so long to download that you cringe at the thought of doing it with a dial-up
service. Watching streaming video files using dial-up also results in a small, low-quality signal that
would be hard to view from the couch when using a TV.

With high-speed Internet access you are no longer limited to the media that resides on your
computer. A lot of the fun of having a Media Center PC is being able to venture out to get music
and video content from the Internet. As you will learn, there are Web sites that will allow you to
“rent” movies that are downloaded to your Media Center PC for period of time. You can also purchase
music, listen to Internet radio, and share your pictures with friends and family. Just about any of those
activities beg for high-speed Internet access.

Prices for DSL and broadband services have come down significantly. I currently subscribe to
DSL for $29.95 a month and I am happy with the service. You can usually find high-speed service
from either your phone provider or cable system, plus there are many new high-speed services not
connected with a utility provider that may serve your area.
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Regardless of whether you connect via dial-up or high-speed access, you will need to connect to
the Internet to use your Media Center PC properly. At least once a week you will need to have Internet
access to allow your Media Center PC to get your TV listings. That data is what creates your Guide
and allows you to schedule recordings of TV shows.

A New TV

As incredible as your Media Center PC is, you interact with it largely through your TV. With your TV
being your window into a world of media content and adventures to come (not to mention just plain
old watching TV), it should be the best part of your system. Prices of exotic new TVs such as LCD
and plasma TVs are now getting down to the point where you may want to seriously consider getting
one as the ultimate addition to your Media Center PC and home entertainment center.

As you will learn by the end of this book, it is possible to sit in your living room and do computing
tasks you used to do at a desk. With a high-definition TV (and wireless keyboard and mouse) you can
use it for word processing, surfing Web sites, and other traditional computing activities.

Wireless Keyboard and Mouse

If there is one complaint I have about Media Center PCs that are being sold today it’s that most of
them are being sold with the same “wired” keyboard and mouse that come with a regular PC—in my
view this is a huge failing for use in a living room or family room setting.

One of the requirements Microsoft should have placed on computer manufacturers using the
Windows XP Media Center Edition Operating System is that they sell them with a wireless keyboard
and mouse. But, they didn’t. That means that you will have to add one if you don't want to be tripping
over wires or being tethered 6 feet to your Media Center PC.

A number of wireless keyboard/mouse packages are available, but the one that I like best and would
highly recommend is the Media Center Remote and Keyboard from Gyration, Inc., which is both a Me-
dia Center PC remote and a mouse that is controlled by hand movements and motions. See Figure 2-11.

The “remote” combines a remote control that replicates the functions of the Media Center PC
remote and a mouse that is controlled my hand movements and motions rather than moving it on
a flat surface. This is a perfect solution for living room use. You don't even need a coffee table for a
mouse pad!

The wireless keyboard is small, which is good because the last thing you want is a large, clunky
keyboard and this one is just the right size. If you prefer a conventional keyboard with number and
cursor keys, Gyration also sells wireless keyboards with that form factor. In addition, it has a wireless
mouse that can be operated by hand movements or on a flat surface like any mouse.

Putting It All Together

With a great monitor, high-speed Internet access, and a wireless keyboard and mouse, you will have
an amazing entertainment center powered by your Media Center PC. Now let’s look at how all of that
media power fits into your home.

Where your Media Center PC ends up in your home is an important decision. Each location you
choose will require some modifications to your home and require good planning.
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Figure 2-11: Gyration’s Media Center Remote and Keyboard.

If you decide to put your Media Center PC in your living room or family room, you may have to
add phone jacks, move equipment around, and even get a new entertainment unit if you choose to
go with a Tower Media Center PC.

Locations such as bedrooms have their challenges, including having a large enough TV so that you
can effectively see and work with the text on a Media Center PC screen.

Home office use is probably the easiest, but even then you should think about it a bit. If you make
your Media Center PC your main office computer you should think about those times when you are
simply watching TV or a movie on it. Is your office comfortable? A Media Center PC in the home
office may require a comfy new office chair and a set of head phones so nobody else knows you're in
there watching Oprah!

See Table 2-2 for a look at each room and how you may want to configure a system for it.

Regardless of which room you decide to put it in, your Media Center PC should have access to
the Internet and be networked with other PCs in your house. Consider the following when deciding
where to put your Media Center PC:

Find a comfortable viewing area and seating. Media Center PCs are about watching TV,
DVDs, and listening to music, so plan your seating so that you can kick back and relax while
doing so.

Viewing the display for a long period of time, such as when working or even just playing
music, means that you need a TV capable of displaying everything on the screen clearly and
legibly. If your TV doesn't cut it you will not like using it with your Media Center PC.
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Table 2-2 Typical Configurations for Specific Rooms

Living Room Family Room Bedroom Home Office
Form Desktop/Rack Desktop or Cube Tower or Cube Laptop or Tower
Mount or Tower
Hard Drive 160-250GB 160-250GB 80-120GB 80GB
Keyboard Wireless Wireless Wireless Wired or Laptop
Mouse Wireless Wireless Wireless Wired
114 27" or larger 27" or larger 20" or larger Optional
Monitor Optional Optio