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Chapter 1

All about Windows XP
Media Center Edition

In This Chapter
Comparing MCE with regular XP
Taking a tour of the Media Center interface
Connecting to a big-screen TV and audio system

Buying a Media Center PC

Wndows XP Media Center Edition 2004. It’s a long name, so we’re going to
call it just MCE most of the time. But it’s also a descriptive name. Let’s

break it down into its constituent parts, shall we?

v+ Windows: Yep, it’s a Microsoft Operating System (OS), so it works on PCs
using Intel or similar AMD chips and motherboards, the main components
of a PC. But (and this is an important but), not all standard Windows PCs
can run MCE. You need a special PC that meets the rigorous requirements
of MCE — you can’t just install MCE on your existing PC.

v XP: This is the latest version of Windows (released in 2002), with an
improved user interface (it’s a lot more colorful), greater performance
(it goes faster), and increased reliability.

1 Media Center Edition: Not only can MCE computers do all the normal
computing stuff that any version of Windows XP can do — Web surfing,
e-mail, report writing, and so on — but Microsoft has added enhanced
functionality for managing, editing, and playing back various forms of
electronic media such as TV, movies, music, home video, and digital
photographs.

v 2004: This is the most recent edition of the Windows XP MCE platform, and
this book contains all the latest and greatest info about what you need to
know. We're part of the beta team for the MCE platform, so you're getting

the straight scoop here!
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Part I: Introducing the Media Center Edition PC

Before Windows XP MCE 2004, there was one
prior version, the original XP MCE 2002 program.
Some of the improvements in the 2004 version
follow:

v New online capabilities with the Online
Spotlight module, so you can access online
media without leaving the Media Center
interface

v A new radio tuner interface (and related
hardware) that lets you listen to FM radio
stations on your MCE PC and buffer up to 30
minutes of live radio for playback later

v The capability to record CDs to your hard
drive directly in the Media Center interface
instead of using Windows Media Player

v Enhanced 16:9 support to take advantage of
the new TV screen acreage provided by
today'’s latest wide-screen TVs

What's new in 2004?

v The capability to prioritize your scheduled
TV recordings, in case of a conflict

v Advanced photo management that enables
you to view slide shows as well as reduce
red-eye, adjust contrast, rotate, and zoom
your favorite pictures in MCE

Beyond these changes, the folks at Microsoft
have spent a lot of time making general
improvements and upgrades so that MCE
works faster and more reliably. They've also
completed some serious work on the TV capa-
bilities of MCE PCs, with a bunch of new soft-
ware upgrades that make the MCE experience
look even better when you hook up your MCE
PC to your big-screen TV.

This is just the tip of the iceberg. There'll be so
many ooohs and ahhhhs emanating from your
living room, you'd swear the Temptations joined

the party.

Media management and display are at the heart of MCE. Its full-screen interface
and handheld remote control enable you to sit across the room and use the
MCE PC like a piece of gear from your home theater. MCE takes the PC to a
whole new realm — and may very well take the PC to a whole new room — in
your house.

Everything about Windows XP Media Center Edition is special, advanced,
enhanced, entranced, romanced . . . geez we can get carried away! It’s that neat.

What's Special about XP
Media Center Edition?

An MCE PC is a high-end machine, with more features and faster processors
than regular Windows PCs, as well as some specialized parts for media func-
tionality. The only big differences you might notice, however, are the screen
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Chapter 1: All about Windows XP Media Center Edition

(which is usually larger), the larger and more powerful speakers, and perhaps
the general speediness of the machine. (MCE PCs have the fastest Pentium
processors and the biggest, baddest graphics chips in existence — we talk
about these in Chapter 2.)

You can’t add MCE software (the MCE OS, in other words) to just any old PC.
In fact, you can’t add it to any PC you own, even if the PC meets all the equip-
ment and performance criteria we're about to discuss. Microsoft doesn’t sell
MCE this way. Primarily for reasons of reliability and performance, Microsoft
has decided that MCE will be available only preinstalled on PCs that meet its
minimum specifications. This requirement creates a known environment in
which Microsoft can do its operating system magic, without trying to make MCE
compatible with the millions of equipment permutations that more general
versions of Windows must deal with.

The first time you fire up an MCE PC, it will probably look like any other
Windows XP PC. You'll see the standard XP desktop interface, with the big
green Start menu at the bottom left.

You can ignore the MCE features and use your MCE PC as a high-powered
PC. You can surf the Web using Internet Explorer or your Web browser of
choice. You can check e-mail with Outlook Express. If you have Microsoft
Office installed, you can work on that spreadsheet of widgets or write that
overdue paper (or, in our case, book).

But if you look on the desktop or between the sofa cushions, you'll see a shiny
new remote control, as shown in Figure 1-1. If you've already installed your MCE
PC, go ahead and press the start button. (It’s the green button in the middle
of the remote.) The start button launches the Media Center interface, which
is designed to let you sit away from your computer and use it as an entertain-
ment device, not a data terminal.

We can’t guarantee that your remote will look exactly like the one in Figure 1-1.
But somewhere on your remote you will find the arrow buttons, the OK button,
and the Start button.

The first time you open Media Center on your MCE PC, it prompts you to go
through a 10- to 15-minute process of setting preferences. If you want to do
this now, skip ahead to Chapter 7, where we describe this process.

You might be tempted to cancel out of this process and go straight into the
Media Center Start menu with the factory default settings in place. We do not
recommend skipping the Media Center Set-up Wizard. Your TV programming
guide will not be installed, your remote control may not work to change chan-
nels on your set-top box, and other features may simply not function.
Complete the wizard. (Patience, patience.)

11



04 543571 ChOl.gxd 10/21/03 10:28 AM Page 12 $

12

Part I: Introducing the Media Center Edition PC

|
Figure 1-1:
Sit on the
sofa and
control your
MCE PC.
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The Media Center Interface

The Media Center interface, shown in Figure 1-2, is the key to using MCE — it’s
what differentiates MCE from plain Windows XP. The Media Center interface
is designed for “lean back” computer use. The text on the screen is big and
can be read easily while you sit in your comfy chair across the room.

The Media Center interface does away with many of the normal Windows inter-
face systems that require a mouse. For example, you won'’t find the pull-down
menus that normal Windows XP (and XP applications) use in its menu bar.
In fact, you won'’t find a menu bar (or a Start button) at all. Everything is laid
out in a linear and hierarchical manner for ease of use with a remote control
(though you can use your mouse as well, if you want).

Pretty much everything you’ll ever want to do with MCE can be accomplished
with the four arrow, or directional, buttons on the remote (up, down, left, and
right) and the OK button. The MCE was designed for the remote control, not the
keyboard. In fact, some things are downright hard to do without the remote
control, such as access the More Info data about a movie.

To select a menu item, use the arrow buttons to reach the menu item
(it becomes highlighted in green), and then press the OK button.
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