
Discovering OSMC

 Evolution of TV
The free and open source OSMC media center gives the Kodi home theater 

software an updated look and some slick features. By Christoph Langner

for multimedia tasks, so it can only function 
as a media center. As a result, the user run-
ning OpenELEC would need to get an addi-
tional Rasp Pi for other uses.

Other media center distributions that sat 
on traditional distributions lent themselves 
to multiple uses. The forerunners in this cat-
egory include Raspbmc [3] and Xbian [4], 
which have been discontinued. As was the 
case with Xbian, the OSMC developers also 
rely on Debian for a foundation. Specifically, 
they use the current Debian 8.1 Jessie. This 
means that OSMC is suitable for use as a 
media center, a small file or print server, and, 
in fact, almost any project you might try with 
the Raspberry Pi. However, this does not 
make OSMC more complicated than other 

Kodi, previously XBMC, has been ex-
periencing a real boom since the 
appearance of single-board comput-
ers like the Raspberry Pi. Many 

users wouldn’t want to do without their 
Kodi/ Rasp Pi combination, a free alternative 
to Chromecast, Apple TV, and Amazon 
Fire TV. Lately, the Open Source Media Cen-
ter (OSMC) distribution [1] brought Kodi to 
the Rasp Pi. It has a PC installation assistant, 
a Debian base, and numerous unique fea-
tures, and it never forgets that a media center 
should focus on the TV.

The OpenELEC [2] Kodi distribution enjoys 
an excellent reputation among Rasp Pi users 
for speed, reliability, and high performance. 
However, the foundation has been optimized 

Le
a

d
 Im

a
g

e 
©

 a
rti

cu
la

r, 
12

3R
F.

co
m

PROJECTS

RASPBERRY PI GEEK ISSUE 1428

OSMC on the Rasp Pi



media centers; in fact, OSMC does a better 
job of handling many details.

InstallatIon
As is customary with Raspberry Pi projects, 
OSMC offers image files for copying to an SD 
memory card on Rasp Pi models 1 and 2 
(RPi1/ RPi2) [5]. An installation assistant [6] 
helps users who may feel unsure of them-
selves when writing images with tools like 
Win32 Disk Imager or using dd at the com-
mand line. This assistant, which runs on 
Linux, Mac OS X, and Windows, downloads 
OSMC from the Internet and writes the image 
to USB sticks or memory cards in a card 
reader (Figure 1).

On initial bootup of the memory card that 
has been prepared by the assistant, OSMC 
automatically optimizes itself. For instance, it 
allocates the remaining memory on the SD 
card and asks for the desired localization via 
a small setup routine. Additionally, you will 
need to consent to the end user licensing 
agreement and indicate whether you want to 
subscribe to the OSMC newsletter.

Finally, you land directly in the Kodi media 
center. The independent theme designed by 
OSMC (Figure 2) has been cleaned up of any 
visual frills. However, you might encounter 
difficulties operating the program because 
the contrast between colors used to distin-
guish among menu selections is weak. More-
over, the dialogs have an unorthodox ar-
rangement. (See also the “Navigation” box.)

Easy ConfIg
Unlike Kodi, OSMC does not organize the 
main menu horizontally in the middle of the 
screen. Instead, OSMC puts the menu in a 
sidebar on the left edge of the display screen. 

This is where you find the customary media 
center entries such as Movies, Videos, and 
Music as well as Settings. The entry My 
OSMC is new (Figure 3) and includes things 
like Pi Config, for working on Raspberry Pi-
specific configuration [7], and an App Store 
for installing useful developer extensions and 
programs such as the Tvheadend server, a 
BitTorrent client, and an integrated update 
routine.

The options Enter MPG2 License and Enter 
WVC1 License are especially important and 
appear under the My OSMC | Pi Config | 

Figure 1: The OSMC installer prepares the installation medium for the 

Raspberry Pi and other devices.

Figure 2: OSMC has an independent theme not found in other Kodi 

distributions.

Getting around the OSMC interface with a 
keyboard is not entirely intuitive. Usually, the 
Left and Right arrow keys navigate forward 
and backward through the menus as ex-
pected; however, sometimes the Left arrow 
key accesses an Options menu when you are 
located in a left-most submenu column. The 
Enter key also behaves differently depending 
on location. For example, if you follow the 
menus through Videos | Add-ons, hitting the 
Left arrow brings up an Options menu, and 
pressing Enter toggles through various 
choices for the highlighted option. However, if 
you arrow down to Settings, you see the 
choices File manager, System Info, and Pro-
files to the right, which you can get to as usual 
with the Right arrow key. If you press Enter 
while sitting on Settings, an entirely new 
menu comes up with choices like Appearance, 
Videos, …, Add-ons, Services, System, and 
Profile. Be aware that you have many avenues 
of navigation.

Luckily, the Up, Down, and Right arrows be-
have as expected, as do the scroll wheel and 
left-click on the mouse. Pressing the Escape 
key reliably returns you to the previous menu.
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to play some videos [9]. Equally useful is 
the max_usb_current item for increasing the 
strength of the electrical power that goes to 
the USB ports so that it is possible to run a 
2.5-inch external hard disk without the need 
for an additional power supply (Figure 4). 
These options in other distros might require 
working in a text editor and frequent consul-
tations with documentation.

OSMC also makes it easier to overclock the 
Rasp Pi, unlike other Kodi distros. All you 
need to do in OSMC to speed up the Pi is 
open My OSMC | Overclock and click on 
Turbo. An alternative approach is to enter 
your own clock rate values and voltage levels 
under Custom (Figure 5). You can find fur-
ther details for each of these settings on the 
raspi-config web page [10].

If you want to use OSMC on a Raspberry Pi 
with a wireless connection to the Internet, 
you will find settings under Network | Wire-
less. If there is a compatible WiFi stick al-
ready inserted into the Rasp Pi, you can acti-
vate it via Enable Adapter. Then on the right, 
you can select from the list of wireless net-
works that have been located in the area 
(Figure 6). After the access data has been en-
tered, OSMC automatically creates an Inter-
net connection. If you are on the road travel-
ing, a Tethering function lets you turn OSMC 
into a hotspot.

addIng MEdIa
As with Kodi, OSMC is not choosy about its 
source for media. As a result, it doesn’t care 
whether it gets the media from a memory 
card, a connected USB hard drive, or other 
network file storage system such as Samba/ 
CIFS, FTP, WebDAV, DLNA, and many more. 
Kodi needs to be told where to look and 

GPU Mem & Codec menu. These options are 
used to enter any license keys you obtain 
for the MPEG-2 and VC-1 codecs [8] needed 

Figure 5: Even beginners can tease maximum performance out of their Rasp Pi.

Figure 6: If you have a WiFi stick, you can create a WiFi connection from the interface or even 

activate tethering.

Figure 3: OSMC collects a number of functions and tools under the My 

OSMC menu option.

Figure 4: With so many possible ways to configure OSMC, you will be glad it 

comes with a graphical interface for customizing the Rasp Pi configuration.
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what it is looking for. For movies or TV se-
ries, you can give Kodi the pertinent direc-
tions by opening the Videos | Files | Add 
Videos option.

Clicking Browse lets you connect a media 
collection so that you can select the corre-
sponding source from the list (Figure 8). 
You should then give the source a name and 
specify its content type so that Kodi can 
download useful metadata from databases 
like IMDB and TheTVDB for the newly in-
cluded content. This metadata could in-
clude information like actors, release date, 
and genre.

PlayIng ContEnt
If you regularly expand your collection, you 
should install Watchdog under Settings | 
Add-ons | Get Add-ons | Kodi Add-on reposi-
tory | Services. Watchdog monitors the in-
corporated sources and automatically adds 
new content to the Kodi media database. 

This saves the need to scan for new content 
manually. The service only uses a small 
amount of resources on the first generation 
Raspberry Pi.

If you click 
on one of the 
entries on the 
sidebar (e.g., 
Movies, TV, 
Music), a list 
of titles in the 
media data 
base opens. 
Using the Left 
arrow key, you 
can change 
the sorting cri-
teria and se-
lect the dis-
play for the 
list or icons 
(Figure 9).

Figure 7: The Debian system in its entirety resides under the OSMC hood.

Figure 8: Numerous network services can be incorporated in the media 

center to serve as sources for new content.

OSMC comes with an activated SSH server. To connect with this server, you should select the 
IP address of the Raspberry Pi running OSMC under Settings | System info | Network, or from 
the web front end of your WiFi router, and then log in to the Raspberry Pi with the ssh com-
mand or with an SSH client for Windows like PuTTY [11]. The username and password will be 
osmc. This also lets you copy data with the file manager or with WinSCP [12] to the OSMC 
system.

Additionally, OSMC has a complete Debian operating system with thousands of programs 
from the Debian package sources (Figure 7). OSMC expands the /etc/apt/sources.list by 
just one entry and otherwise uses the regular Debian sources. As is customary, you can search 
the package sources with

apt‑cache search <term>

and install the desired packages with:

sudo apt‑get install <package>

SSH
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EXPERT TOUCH
Linux professionals stay productive 
at the Bash command line – and 
you can too!

The Linux Shell special edition provides 
hands-on, how-to discussions of more than 
300 command-line utilities for networking, 
troubleshooting, configuring, and managing 
Linux systems. Let this comprehensive 
reference be your guide for building a 
deeper understanding of the Linux shell 
environment.

You‘ll learn how to:

n Filter and isolate text

n  Install software from the  command line

n Monitor and manage processes

n  Configure devices, disks,  filesys tems, and 
user accounts

n  Troubleshoot network  connections

n Schedule recurring tasks

n  Create simple Bash scripts to save time 
and extend your  environment

The best way to stay in touch with 
your system is through the fast, 
versatile, and powerful Bash 
shell. Keep this handy command 
reference close to your desk, and 

learn to work like the experts.

FREE DVD INSIDE!
The world’s greatest Live distro!

KNOPPIX 7.4.2

ORDER ONlINE:

shop.l inuxnewmedia.com/specials

6th 
Edition!

LNM_Special_Shell_1-1.indd   1 7/22/15   10:41:40 AM

ConClusIon
OSMC is a mature distribution based on 
Raspbmc. The skin developed especially for 
OSMC gives the media center an updated 
look, but introduces a few weaknesses that 
make navigation a bit more difficult.

If you are dedicating your Rasp Pi solely 
for use as a media center, you might want to 
choose OpenELEC, because it does not need 
an elaborate Debian foundation. However, if 
your Rasp Pi will be performing a variety of 
tasks in your local network, then distribu-
tions like OSMC are the only way to go. In 
this case, OSMC gets points for an ambitious 
scope of possible applications.  ● ● ●

If you have recently 
added movies, you should 
see Recent movies to the 
right, which you can se-
lect with the Right arrow 
key. While in this view, 
you need to be careful 
that OSMC only displays 
brand new films. Even if 
you play one of the titles 
for a few seconds, the title 
disappears from the list. 
This can be a somewhat 
confusing experience for 
new users.

The skin design-
ers show more 

forethought 
with the 
player. A description of the 
film (if available) appears at 
the upper edge of the screen. 
The Enter key opens an ex-

panded playback bar with addi-
tional options such as volume, 

sub-titles, and picture format (Fig-
ure 10). 
OSMC also supports the CEC pro-

tocol so you can use a suitable televi-
sion remote to control playback on the 

television.

Figure 10: The player is straightforward and has been reduced to essentials. This means it can 

work fast on the RPi1.

Figure 9: The video overview is sparse compared with the original Kodi 

skin. The sidebar opens with the Left arrow key.

[1]  OSMC: https://  osmc.  tv

[2]  OpenELEC: http://  openelec.  tv

[3]  Raspbmc: http://  www.  raspbmc.  com

[4]  Xbian: http://  www.  xbian.  org

[5]  OSMC images:  
https://  osmc.  tv/  download/  images

[6]  OSMC installer: https://  osmc.  tv/  download

[7]  RPiconfig: http://  elinux.  org/  RPiconfig

[8]  License keys for MPEG and VC-1 codecs: 
http://  www.  raspberrypi.  com/  license-keys

[9]  What do the MPEG-2 and VC-1 decoder op-
tions get you on the Raspberry Pi?  
http://  thedigitallifestyle.  com/  w/  index.  php/ 
 2012/  08/  29/  what-do-the-  mpeg-2-and-vc-1- 
 decoder-options-get-  you-on-  the- 
 raspberry-pi/

[10]  Overclocking:  
http://  elinux.  org/  RPiconfig#  Overclocking

[11]  PuTTY: http://  www.  chiark.  greenend.  org.  uk/ 
 ~sgtatham/  putty

[12]  WinSCP: https://  winscp.  net/  eng/  index.  php

INFO

Im
a

g
e 

©
 D

ie
tm

a
r H

öp
fl,

 1
23

RF
.c

om

OSMC on the Rasp Pi

32

PROJECTS

RASPBERRY PI GEEK ISSUE 14



Shop the Shop        shop.linuxnewmedia.com

EXPERT TOUCH
Linux professionals stay productive 
at the Bash command line – and 
you can too!

The Linux Shell special edition provides 
hands-on, how-to discussions of more than 
300 command-line utilities for networking, 
troubleshooting, configuring, and managing 
Linux systems. Let this comprehensive 
reference be your guide for building a 
deeper understanding of the Linux shell 
environment.

You‘ll learn how to:

n Filter and isolate text

n  Install software from the  command line

n Monitor and manage processes

n  Configure devices, disks,  filesys tems, and 
user accounts

n  Troubleshoot network  connections

n Schedule recurring tasks

n  Create simple Bash scripts to save time 
and extend your  environment

The best way to stay in touch with 
your system is through the fast, 
versatile, and powerful Bash 
shell. Keep this handy command 
reference close to your desk, and 

learn to work like the experts.

FREE DVD INSIDE!
The world’s greatest Live distro!

KNOPPIX 7.4.2

ORDER ONlINE:

shop.l inuxnewmedia.com/specials

6th 
Edition!

LNM_Special_Shell_1-1.indd   1 7/22/15   10:41:40 AM


