
Testing the new Raspberry Pi touchscreen display

Touch Power
The new Rasp Pi display provides a compact option for viewing 

screen output – and it comes at a Pi-like low price of only $60.  

By Christoph Langner

The clutter of a full-size monitor, however, 
often invades the elegant simplicity of the 
Raspberry Pi. Monitors tend to be big and 
bulky, and they typically require their own 
power cable, which adds more congestion 
and complication to the tabletop configura-
tion. A Rasp Pi by itself can inhabit an unob-
trusive corner of the room, but add a monitor 
to it, and it really doesn’t look much different 
from a conventional PC.

Some users solve the monitor problem by 
running their Rasp Pi headless through an 
SSH connection, but SSH requires you to 
boot another computer on the network 
(which, undoubtedly, has its own monitor 
anyway).

Since the first days of the Rasp Pi, users 
have dreamed of a mini-monitor that runs on 
the Rasp Pi power and is tailored for the 
needs of the Rasp Pi environment. Some 
third-party Rasp Pi displays have appeared in 
the past, and we have reviewed some in this 
magazine, but those who follow the Pi have 
known for some time that the Raspberry Pi 
Foundation would eventually announce an 
official Pi display.

The Raspberry Pi display [1] was an-
nounced on September 8. In addition to serv-
ing as a general device for viewing screen 
output, according to the foundation, the new 
display also “gives users the ability to create 
all-in-one, integrated projects such as tablets, 
infotainment systems, and embedded proj-
ects.” The new 7-inch display has touch-
screen capabilities. With a price tag of $60, 
the Rasp Pi display came to market nine 
months past its originally planned release 

A working Raspberry Pi system re-
quires lots of other parts in addi-
tion to the tiny Pi board itself. 
You’ll need a power supply, a 

mouse, various cables, and, unless you al-
ready own one, a monitor to display screen 
output for your Raspberry Pi system. Rasp-
berry Pi users are accustomed to hunting up 
old monitors from long-discarded computers, 
or temporarily requisitioning a monitor from 
a currently running system to use as a dis-
play for the Rasp Pi.

Le
a

d
 Im

a
g

e 
©

 n
re

y,
 1

23
RF

.c
om

FEATURES

RASPBERRY PI GEEK ISSUE 148

The Rasp Pi Display



date [2]. The foundation has explained that 
the delays resulted from efforts to integrate 
the Raspberry Pi 2 and difficulties encoun-
tered in locating a supplier for the screen.

The display screen measures 7 inches 
across the diagonal or 155x86mm. The entire 
screen, including the frame, measures 
194x110mm, and the overall depth, minus an 
attached Rasp Pi, is about 20mm, with a 
weight of 277 grams. The screen has 10-fin-
ger capacitative touch, although standard 
Linux desktop environments currently do not 
handle touch gestures well.

The Rasp pi Display 
scReen
The Rasp Pi supports a number of display in-
terfaces, such as HDMI. For some screens 
that are already available for the Raspberry 
Pi, the little computer also relies on the GPIO 
interface. The Raspberry Pi Foundation 
looked to the underused Display Serial Inter-
face (DSI) in order to connect the Rasp Pi 
with the screen . You will find the DSI port 
on the side that is opposite from the network 
and USB ports. 

The DSI connector transmits more than 
just images. It also sports an integrated I2C-
Bus, which makes it possible to transmit ges-
ture entries and control signals for back-
ground lighting. As a result, the screen will 
only work with second-generation Raspberry 
Pis or the plus models, which are the first se-
ries Rasp Pi A+ and the B+. The display 
board does have two extra pins for the Rasp 
Pi B. However, according to Pi developer Gor-
don Hollingworth, the foundation still needs 
to work on support for the pins.

The first purchasers receive the display as 
a kit that requires assembly. Even though no 
assembly instructions are included, the com-
ponents are easily put together. You should 
first set the display board upside down next 
to the screen and connect the board to the 
ribbon cable that comes out of the screen. 
Then, turn the board over and adjust it so 
you can properly mount it. 

Next, very carefully plug the second rib-
bon cable that comes out of the screen into 
the small jack on the front side of the dis-
play board. This cable carries signals from 
the touchscreen. With the braid side facing 
upwards, plug in the ribbon cable, which 
will be connected to the Rasp Pi, and then, 
using a spacer, screw the board to the screen 
(Figure 1).

Now you need to decide how you want to 
supply power to the Rasp Pi and to the 
screen. Like the Rasp Pi, the screen has a 

micro USB connector, which means you can 
either run the power from the display to the 
Rasp Pi via the USB jack, or you can use the 
jumper cables that are included to wire the 
Rasp Pi for 5V and GND with the pins that 
are on the pin strip. We chose the jumper 
cable method for our test. The first step is to 
connect the red cable to the 5V pin and the 
black cable to the GND pin, then set the Rasp 
Pi on the spacer. Then, connect the two con-
nectors to the 5V and GND on the Rasp Pi. 

Figure 2 shows the pin assignment of the 
GPIO port for a Raspberry Pi 2. To reduce the 
size of the depth of this arrangement, you 
can also mount the Rasp Pi the opposite way 
around to the display board. The final step to 
this process is to connect the DSI cable with 
the USB power supply (Figure 3).

sTaRTing The scReen
With respect to the software, all you need to 
do is update the system (Listing 1). If up-
dates are not properly installed, you will be 
able to see images on the screen, but the 
screen will not accept any entries. After a re-
start, the Rasp Pi will promptly display the 
image that is familiar from the HDMI port on 
the screen without any modifications to the 
system. Touch entries will also immediately 
function properly within the X server GUI. 
The 800x480 resolution should suffice for ev-
eryday use, even though it is not a substitute 
for a desktop monitor (Figure 4). The touch-
screen has the same level of precision as tab-
lets or smartphones that are currently avail-
able on the market.

You can install a virtual keyboard like 
the Matchbox keyboard in order to enter 

Figure 1: Purchasers have to assemble the first Rasp Pi screens on their own. Future versions of 

the display will come preassembled.
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Rasp Pi display and a monitor connected via 
HDMI into a large display. The graphical 
tools used for setting up the resolution via 
Menu | settings | screen settings still only 
recognize the Rasp Pi screen. Instructions 
for manually configuring a monitor set up 
via the /etc/X11/xorg.conf file are not yet 
available.

MeDiacenTeR anD caR pc
The Raspberry Pi functions in many homes 
as a media center. Distributions such as 
OpenELEC and OSMC come with an opti-
mized Kodi media center for the Rasp Pi. 
Makers are also using the Rasp Pi to con-
struct Internet radios from old radio models. 
One of the most impressive of these types of 
projects is the portable VCR Raspberry Pi 
media center. You’ll find detailed instruc-
tions for building your own media center on-
line [3].

Up to now, one of the challenges for such a 
project has been to find a suitable display 
screen. Most screens did not have a large 
enough diagonal to play movies. Nor did 
they have a touchscreen, energy efficiency, 
and simple connection capabilities. Now you 
won’t have to look much further than the 
Raspberry Pi screen. It is possible to use bat-
teries intended for smartphone and tablets to 

text without a USB keyboard (Listing 2). 
Typical desktop environments like LXDE 
from Rasbpian generally do not function 
properly with touchscreen entries. The 
problems are especially noticeable in the 
web browser, where you can’t just type and 
scroll from just anywhere on a page. In-
stead, you need to use the scroll bar on the 
edge of the window, which is hard to do 
with a finger. It is likewise difficult to use 
touch gestures for adjusting the size of pro-
gram windows.

Connecting the Rasp Pi display screen 
through the DSI port frees the HDMI port, 
which is then available for attaching a sec-
ond monitor. However, you do not automati-
cally get an image on a second monitor. In-
stead, you first need to indicate to the pro-
gram, such as a video player, that you would 
like to send the images to an external screen.

The example from Listing 3 starts the 
video on the second screen while the GUI on 
the Raspberry Pi screen remains free for 
other activities. At this point, there is still no 
genuine dual-display function that turns the 

Figure 2: The GPIO pin assignment for a Raspberry Pi 2. The user will find the 5V and GND pins across from pins 

2 and 3 for connecting to a power supply.

Figure 3: You can attach the Rasp Pi directly onto the screen board.

$ sudo apt‑get update

$ sudo apt‑get dist‑upgrade

$ sudo reboot

LISTING 1: Update the System

$ sudo apt‑get install matchbox‑keyboard

$ matchbox‑keyboard &

LISTING 2: Virtual Keyboard

$ omxplayer ‑‑display=5 beispiel.avi

LISTING 3: Second Screen
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supply the additional 2.25 Watts needed to 
operate the screen.

As it turns out, OpenELEC and OSMC are 
still overtaxed by the screen. Both manage to 
put their images onto the screen, but with 
some distortion. Moreover, the current ver-
sion of the Kodi media center does not yet 
react to touch entries. The latest changes to 
the OSMC kernel [4] indicate that these prob-
lems might soon be a thing of the past. In the 
future, it should be possible to build a porta-
ble media center with a touch-optimized skin 
like Rapier [5] or Re-Touched [6].

If you want to use the Rasp Pi together 
with a touchscreen display as a PC in your 
car, you will need to overcome a number of 
challenges. The bright display is easy to read 
even in broad daylight. With its 70-degree 
angle of vision, the screen is also clearly 
readable from the side. However, the display 
is too big due to a large edge. 

Altogether it measures 194x110mm, and a 
double DIN slot only has enough space for a 
device measuring 180x100mm. It seems ap-
pealing to think about cutting off the part of 
the glass edge that extends past the screen 
with a glass cutter. However, Clive Beale 
from the Raspberry Pi Foundation assures us 
that this procedure only works in rare cases 
[7], and of course, the user would lose any 
product guarantee.

conclusion
The touchscreen display from the Raspberry 
Pi Foundation is suitable for those hobbyists 
who don’t want to connect a big monitor to 
the mini computer. The screen is an espe-
cially good match for all projects that need a 
display and simple data entry capabilities. 
For instance, you could use the Rasp Pi dis-
play for a weather station, an FHEM front 
end, or an SIP door phone system. However, 
you might need additional software. Genuine 

dual-screen operation is not possible yet 
under Raspbian, and the typical Linux sys-
tems still struggle with touch gestures. Tool-
kits like Kivy [8], which you can also install 
on the Raspberry Pi, help developers create 
touch-friendly applications quickly.

The Raspberry Pi Foundation is also think-
ing about additional display screens. Rasp-
berry Pi founder Eben Upton has mentioned 
a possible future 10-inch screen with full HD 
resolution. If a 10-inch screen ever appears, 
the Rasp Pi will work as a full-fledged mobile 
tablet. 

The foundation has no official plans for a 
case that will hold both the Raspberry Pi and 
the display screen, but some members of the 
community have stepped up with ideas. For 
example, MCM Electronics, the US branch of 
Farnell element14, has released CAD data for 
a suitable 3D-printed cover. Additionally, 
Pi3g, where we got our test touchscreen, is 
already developing a special case for the new 
Raspberry Pi display.  ● ● ●
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Figure 4: The 800x480 resolution of the RasPi touchscreen is sufficient for most projects. The 

Matchbox keyboard from the package sources even gives the user a virtual keyboard.
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