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The vanishing TV set

Forget the gaudy flat-panel: now evervone’s hiding the home entertainment svstem
" o 0 v ¥

By AnpREW LAVALLER

hen Ryan Heuser was put-
ting the finishing touches
on kis restored 1960s-era

house in California, he wanted to
preserve its pericd look and mini-
malistinterior. It wasn't hard in the
kitchen, which the 34-vear-old out-
fitted with Boffi cabinets and sleek
appliances such as a Viking range
and Miele dishwasher.

But the living room, where he
planned to install & home-theater
system, was trickier. Even high-
end loudspeakers were going to be
oo chunky for the room, he says, “I
really wanted something that
blended seamlessly,” savs Mr.
Heuser, president of Paul Frank In-
dustries Inc., an appare! company.

S0 he paid about £7.000 for
three thin speakers that sre emhed-
ded in the wall and hidden behind a
screen. The system, called Artcous-
tic, includes an “aconstically trans-
parent” fabric that consumers can
have images printed on, making
the speakers ook like framed art-
work or & wall panel,

Big home-entertainment sys-
tems and flat-screen plasma televi-
sion sets may remain status sym-
bols for some, but as prices con-
tinue to drop—and the devices be-
come ubiguitous—an increasing
number of consumers are down-
playing their Hving-room gadgetry.

Manufacturers, for their part,
ave adding decorative touches to
soften their contponents’looks. Oth-
&1s are offering products that dis-
guise Hiid-crystal displave as Pic-

E

assos and speaker systems designed
te be works of art in themselves.

A handful of manufacturers
have previously effered “1ifts”—de-
viees that let TV sets flip down
fron: cellings or emerge from furni-
ture—but this next generation of
devices attempts to hide electron-
ies in plain sight.

VisionArt, a unit of Solar Shad-
ing Systems of California, makes
prints that retract in thelr frames to
reveal plasma TV sets. The motor-
ized frames sell for as much as
$18,000. The company’s vice presi-
dent, Dave Froerer, says the line,
now in its fifth vear, has seen sales
increase 40% to 50% a vear, helped,
he adds, by falling flat-panel prices,

“Plasma doesn’t carry the pres-
tige that it used 1o,” he says. “Hang-
ing a $20,000 TV on the wall, there
was something to be said for want-
ing people to see it. Fhe thing right
now is to hide electronics.”

Worid-wide sales of flat-panel
TV sets nearly doubled last year to
48.5 million units, from 25.6 mil-
lion in 2005, according 1o iSuppli
Corp., a market-research firm in
California. The average selling

price for plasma TV sets droppet
to about $1,700. from neariy
$2 500 in 2005,

Chicago nterior designer Jes
sica Lagrange incorporated a Vi
sionArt piece into a client’s pent
house, reproducing a 1024 painting
the client already owned—*Michi
gan  Avenue,” by J. Jeffrey
Grant—1o cover a plasma TV set
“A big black sereen just seemed ow

of character with the style of the
room,” which has a more tradi
tional design, Ms. Lagrange says
With the system in place, she adds
“You'd never know there wasa TV
behind it.”

Other companies are reintroduc
ing woed, a material move evoea
tive of antique armoires than con
temporary design, to home clec
tronies. LG Electronics has devel
oped aprototype wooden frame fo
a large plasma screen. Wood Con
tour Inc., based in Neustadt, Ger
many, sells wood LCD monitors for
personal computers, while Suiss:
Computers of Ontario, Canada
launiched in September with a vari
ety of Hmited-edition, wood-en-
cased PCs.

The idea behind the products,
says Howard Suissa, the compa-
ny’s 37-year-old president, is to
“create something that people
would want te showcase as a de-
vice in a living room.” Suissa also

offers ornamental detailing, such
as o PC inlaid with white gold and
five carats of diamonds, which re-
cently sold for about $25,000, ac-
cording to Mr. Suissa.

“They're signed, they're num-
bered. Thev're not only compufers

or functional systems, but works c;fé
art,” he says. Still, ke added, the
wait for Microsoft Corp’s Wind
dows Vista slowed sales, since:
some customers put off PC purs
chases until the new operating sv

tem jaunched. :
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vices that let TV sets flip down
from ceilings or emerge from furni-
ture—~but this next generation of
devices attempts to hide electron-
ics in plain sight.

. . VisionArt, & unit of Solar Shad-
When Ryan Heuser was putting ing Systems of Costa Mesa, Califor-

the fiﬁisl}ing touches on his re- nia, makes prints that retract in
stored 1960s-era house in Newport their frames to reveal plasma TV

Beach, California, he wanted to pre- ors The motorized frames sl for
serve its period look and minimal- o 0 o7 $18,000. Vice President

Ist interior. It wasn't hard in the Dave Froerer says the line, now in
kitchen, which the 34-vear-old cut- its fifth year, has seen sales in-

fitted with Boffi eabinets and sleek ¢poacn 40% 10 505 a year, helped,
apphangeg like a Viking range and he adds, by falling flat-panel
Miele dishwasher. prices.

But the living room, where he ™ ppion - oocy carry the pres-
planned to install a home-theater tige that it used to,” he says, “Hang-
system, was trickier. Even high- 310096 000 TV on the wall, there
end loudspeakers were going to P€ was something to be said for want-
too clunky for the raom, he says. “f ing people to see jt. The thing right
really wanted something that ;o "r e e electronics.”
blended seamlessly” says Mr.  jogien Sexton, co-owner of Me-
Heﬁsgn president of Paul Frank n- dia Decor LLC in Fort Lauderdale,
dustries Inc., an apparel company. Florida, which offers a TV-masking

So he paid about $7.000 for goyica called HideandChic, echoed
three thin speakers that are em- (e contiment. “While the tejevi-
ded in the wall and hidden be- sion’s on, that’s one thing,” she
a screen. The system, called gave “Wwhen it is turned off, “the
Arteoustic, mc]uf’ies an acousti- ), 4y of the house and the designers
cally transparent” fabric that on- iy it o littie ugly. 1t's Just Kk o
swmers can have images printed y. blank, black square on the
on, making the speakers look ke ) » he declined 1o specify Hide.
framed artwork or a wall panel. andChic’s sales,

Big home-entertainment SY& World-wide sales of flat-panel
tems and flat-screen plasma televi- oo uscion sers nearly doubled last
Slon sets may remain status sym-
hols for some, but as prices con- yearto48.5 million units, from25.6
tinue to drop—and the devices be- million in 2005, according to iSup-
come ubigmitous—an increasing pli Corp, amarket-research firmin
number of consumers sre playing Ef Segundo, California. The aver-
down their living-room gadgetry. age selling price for plasma TV sets

Manufacturers, for their part, dropped to about $1,700, fram
are adding decorative tounches to Rearly $2,500 in 2005,
soften their components’ looks,  Chicago interior designer Jes-
Othiers are offering products that sice Lagrange Incorporated a Vi-
disguise Hguid-crystal displays as siondrt plece into a client's Lake
Picassos and speaker systems de- Shore Drive penthouse, reproduc-
ing & 1934 painting the client al-
ready owned—“Michigan Avenue,”
by 1 Jeffrey Grant—io cover s
plasma TV set. “A big black screen
just seemed out of character with
the style of the room,” which has a
mere  traditional design, Ms.
Lagrange savs. With the svstem in
place, she adds, “vou'd never know
there was a TV behind it.”

VisionArt alsc sells editions of
warks signed by its painters and pho-

tographers and employs Ren Wicks,

decorative touches

to ease appearances
By AnnrEw LAVALLEE

signed o be works of art in them-
selves.

Arteoustic sales have increased
5G% a vear In the U.S. for the past
four years and are poised to gener-
ate maore than 82 million in revenue
in 2007, says StJohn Group Inc.,
the Bellingham, Washington, com-
pany that sells the line domesti-
cally. “The typical customer for
has probably never even ven-
i1 into a hi-fi store,” says John
Uadwell, Stlohn's co-founder.

A handful of manufacturers
have previously offered “li#ts”— de-

# former ad agency art director, to
prospect for talent at expos and on-
line, Artists used to rebuff the idea
of providing work to cover TVs as 3
“eontraption,” Mr. Wicks says, but
he now has & backlog of inguiries
from artiets from places as distans
as Kywait and New Zealand.

Other companies are refntrodue-
ing wood, a material more evoca-
tive of antique armoires than con-
temporary design, to home elec-
tronkes. At the Consumer Electron-
ics Show in January, LG Electronics
displaved a prototype wooden
frame for a large plasma screen,
and Chief Manufacturing inc., of
Savage, Minnesota, tnveiled a line
of decorative pine frames for 32-,
42~ and 50-inch flat-panal TV that
retail for $609 to 879,

The company also offers a five-
millimeter giass overiay that furns
the TV into a mirror when it is

turned off, though ¥ reduces the
TV's brightness about 5%. The mir-
ror kits cost $549 to 91,108,

Wood Centowr Ing., based in
Neustadt, Germany, sells wood LOD
monitors for personsl computers,
while Suissa Computers of Thom-
hill, Ontario, launched in September
with a variety of limited-edition,
wood-encased PCe that range from
the deconstracted, contemporary
“Revolutton” to “Yasuke,” a $6.400
piece of hardware that wouldn't
Iook out of place on a mantel.

The idea behind the products.
says Howard Sudssa, the cotnpany’s
37-year-old president, is ta “create
something that people wouid want
to showease as 4 device in » living
room.” The systems are assembled
teorder, Ite says, using Intel and Ad-
vanced Micro Devices ehips, Nvidia
videa cards, Seagate Technology
hard drives and other wel-known
providers, Suisea also affers orna-
mental detailing, such as 3 PC in-
latd with white gold and five carats
of dismonds, which recently soig
for about $25,000, secording to My
Suluga.

“Thev're signed; they're num
bered; they'rs not only compufers
of functional systems, but works of
A" he savs. St he added, the

wait for Mierosoft Corp.’s Win-
dows Vista slowed sales. since
some customers heid off PC pur-
chases until the new agperating svs-
tem lsunched.

Anne Japls, a veterinary re-
searcher in Fayetteville, Georgia,
orlginally bought her set of Wood
Contour peripherals because she

suspected her plastic kevboard
was irritating her fingers, She likes
that the purpleheart wood of her
monitor, mouse and kevboard com-
plements the sage and cranberry in-
terior of her home office.

“I didn’t want something that
looked yucky,” she says.
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