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Today started, gloomy cold and rainy as I drove to the Sacramento International Airport for a 7:30 am flight to attend CES in Las Vegas. This normally short flight turned into a half day of boredom and sitting. Though I have to say the first leg to Salt Lake City Utah was pretty great because I was able to stretch out my 6'6" frame in an exit row with no seat in front of me. Regrettably my connecting flight on Southwest was delayed do to weather in Las Vegas. In fact I had 9 e-mails from the airline, each with a new departure time. Needless to say my arrival in Las Vegas a little after 2pm left me already drained. 

I meet with photographer Jeff Dunston outside baggage claim and having missed half of the first day we headed to the Sands Convention Center. I usually only stop by the Sands to see the Product Innovation Awards winners the last day of the show, but since we only had a few hours, we decided to switch things up.

This year the Sands Convention area was named "Eureka Park at Tech West". Needless to say, it was full of medical innovations, wearable tech, Virtual Reality, and lots and lots of software. Lots of interesting products, much of which had little or no interest for me. But amongst it all just before closing for the night, we did find one diamond in the rough, AXIIM Designs. They have designed and build an wireless Atmos capable AV system called the AXIIM Q. This system happened to win one if the CES 2018 innovation Awards. The system includes the Q UHD Wireless Media Center (retail priced $999) and the 5.1 WM Wireless Pro Speaker Bundle. The system is the first that allows you to eliminate speaker wires entirely between the receiver and the speakers using a WiSA compliant wireless audio connection. The WiSA protocol is compatible with multiple other manufacturers wireless speaker systems, so you don't have to use theirs. It does allow you to set up the system in under 20 minutest that gives you a 7.1 uncompressed 24bit/96kHz surround sound. Using the Axiim Q intuitive on screen speaker setup is supposed to be a easy experience. They told me that now installing speakers is as easy as finding the nearest outlet. Needless to say wireless does not mean no wires, as all the speakers still need to be plugged into the wall for power. I didn't get the opportunity to hear their 7.1 WM series wireless speaker bundle, but it looked interesting and I would like the opportunity to evaluate the entire system. Their 7.1 WM speaker system shown retails for $3999 complete. So the entire system is just under $5k.

Day Two - Convention Center South Hall

The start of day two we headed for the Convention Center South Hall. How the show has changed over the years. The South Hall used to be filled with virtually all the major audio manufacturers. On display you would have the opportunity to visit large displays from companies like Yamaha, Denon, Sony, Pioneer, Technics, Teac, Kenwood and more alongside their speaker counterparts like JBL, Infinity, Klipsch and so on. Today the South Hall was packed with Drones, Virtual Reality products, Power banks and 3D printers. I will admit some of the drones were totally cool, but very far removed from the HiFi world I know and love. Speaking of cool inventions I was excited to see the Yamaha logo in the distance. As I got closer it turns out Yamaha was showing "Moto Droid" which included autonomous self driven (or flown) transports, that included a two motorcycles, a helicopter, a more traditional military drone, and a people mover. Certainly not what I would expect from Yamaha electronics but they are known for some great motorcycles and sailboats, so why not. These vehicles are definitely amazing innovations.

Not far away was Segway. We are almost all familiar with this Danish companies personal transport, but they were also showing their Mini Pro series. This series of personal transports includes three smaller versions of the Segway, all of which have removed the confidence building handlebars, a series of hover boards and an electric skateboard. OK so my Geekiness is showing, but they were something I always wanted, but my wife has expressed major displeasure in.

A short distance away I saw something I never thought I'd see again. OMG is that Atari? Yes it is. This to me was a complete waste of time and money. Atari was displaying a coffee table version of their supper obsolete PONG game. With a knob on each end that operates a rectangular paddle and a 1" square target. I am pretty sure there is a free app available that will pretty much do the same thing for your phone or computer but for a mere $2799 you can recapture the past and take up a major part of your game room. I am sure there is someone out there willing to cough up the $2799 for this thing, that will probably get about 20 hours of use then sit idle for the next 40 years.

I was getting pretty discouraged until I ran across Stampede Distribution (a national A/V distribution company), but alas they were primarily showing multiple drones. After that the parade of robots continued. They varied from children's "learning" toys, robotic vacuums to high-end industrial robotics for manufacturing.

All this is well and good, but where is the HiFi?  I thought I had finally emerged from all the robots and hover boards and into an area of actual audio related products. I never would have thought I would be remotely interested in blue tooth speakers or low end stereo speakers, but when I did finally come across some I actually stopped and took a listen to some. It was another 30 minutes before I finally came across the Earthquake Sound display booth. OK OK, so I am an old friend with the president and chief design engineer Joseph Sahyoun, but he was showing a pretty impressive in wall home theater display. The speakers included: 5 in-wall 3 way speakers, a pair of their massive in wall subwoofers, and their Q10B tactile transducer attached to the couch platform. The system was using a Yamaha AV receiver with pre-outputs driving a pair of Earthquake Cinenova multi-channel power amps. The speaker system was a mere $2300, while the amps were $5500 each. Joseph confided in me that by next year he would demo a 3D motion adapter for the Q10 system under $1000. The system will track the motion of the movie and be able to move the seating in concert with the movie. Of course also on display was a large assortment of their renowned subwoofers, speaker systems and car stereo products.

Not far away, I ran into Jeff Kahanek of UEI. Most people in the US aren't familiar with their name, but just about everyone has at least one if not several of Universal Electronics products in their home. Their "One-For-All" remote brand is what most consumers may recognize, but this company got its start producing remotes that could be programmed to control any TV in your home over 30+ago. Today, they produce remotes for companies such as Samsung, Sony, Panasonic, Comcast, Tivo, Dish, and many more. That means that 80% of North America uses at least one of their remotes. One thing I didn't know is that their One-For-All brand is a major manufacturer of TV brackets, Antennas and remotes in Europe as well. Since 2014 they have been concentrating their efforts on developing and licensing voice controllable remote protocols. Today they are projected to produce over 80 million devices worldwide. Not bad for a company you may have never heard of.

Swan had one of the largest speaker only displays in the South Hall. Swan is a Chinese based manufacture of everything from high quality multi-media speakers to giant State of the Art audiophile speakers, that are a more affordable alternative to well know American lines like Genesis Technology, Nola, Von Schweikert and Wilson Audio Speakers. This year they are updating some of their older models with new ribbon tweeters. Additionally, to keep pace with consumer demand they are expanding their line of blue-tooth enabled speakers. I have listened to several of their models and without exception they sound noticeably better than just about everything out there for the money. The new V-4 powered speakers were showcased at the show but is not yet available in the US. The V-4 is a thin profile amplified speaker designed for either freestanding bookshelf or wall mounting. Regrettably, I was not able to hear them and give you my opinion.

Last year Audio Technica introduced their ART1000 direct power Moving Coil Cartridge. To me this was one of those leaps in technology that actually is demonstrably better. This year they were updating the rest of their traditional line of Moving Magnet Cartridges. But the item that caught my eye was their new AT-LP7 Belt Drive turntable at $799. It uses a variant of the arm off their AT-LP1240 with a new J shaped arm mounted. The motor is a opto-coupled DC design using neoprene decoupling. The LP7 is the first really nice belt drive table I have seen from AT. It looks like a nice competitor for the price. I look forward to the opportunity to run one through its paces and generate a review and let you know what I find.

Beyer Dynamic was introducing what they call "Sound personalization by Mini" Headphones. I listened to the Aentho ($449) with uses an adaptive app to optimize the phones equalization to the owners hearing. Their Xelinto ear buds are not yet available in the states, but sell in Europe for 1200 Euros. If I was investing that much in a headphone, I don't think they would be ear buds. The phone I liked for the money was their DT-240pro at a mere $99. They were both comfortable and good sounding.

Day Two - Convention Center Central Hall

Flat Screen TVs dominated the central hall. I was amazed by the shear number of manufacturers of 4K LED and OLED ultra thin TVs on display. Even those brads not commonly seen here in the US like TCL, Skyworth, Chang Hong and Konka all had great images with excellent brightness, clarity and detail. The highlight for me was Samsung’s 146-inch. Yes I said 146", "The Wall" which is over a 12 foot diagonal. Or to be a clear that's a TV that is over 10 feet wide and almost 6 feet tall. That is about as large a TV that can be installed in a home with a normal 8' wall height.

Samsung calls it Micro LED Screen. Micro LED uses an array of millions of individual, tiny LEDs to create the image and is similar to their Cinema Screen technology; they build for movie theaters and Concert venues.

Samsung wasn't releasing any pricing, but based on historical huge TV introductions and price reductions I have witnessed over the years, I would expect it to hit the $100k mark, so don't expect to see it at your local Wal-Mart or Best Buy when they release it later this year. One of the Samsung representatives did tell me the technology is expandable and to expect future TVs even larger.

Day Three at the Venetian Tower

My first stop at the Venetian Tower was the only HiFi Company on the 30th floor. I visited with Oscar Ciornei President of Soundcast. Soundcast produces some very cool wireless technology. They have simplified and completely updated their line for 2018. They now have one transmitter called the VGtx ($99.99) and five new speaker models VG1 ($149.99), VG3 ($299.99), VG5 ($499.99), VG7 ($799.99) and the VG10 (699.99). I listened to the VG5 and VG7 and was impressed with their performance considering their size and price. These offer lots of flexibility with both Blue tooth and long-range transmission of up to 150 feet. I have tested the old line and can confirm that is a conservative estimate. I got close to 300 feet under ideal conditions with their old systems. Also, you can stream High Res using built in amtX low-latency.

Nothing else on 30 so we moved down to the 29th floor where I ran into another old friend of mine, Walter Schofield of Emotiva. They have been factory direct since their conception some years ago, but have decided this year to expand their line to a select number of dealers nation wide. 

On display was their T-1 tower speakers utilizing a pair of 6.5" woofers, a 5" mid and a Heil ribbon tweeter on top. I spent some time listing and thought they should retail for about $2k retail per pair. I am not often wrong, but Walt explained they are only $699/pair, definitely a super value. The bass was nicely defined to below 40Hz. Their S-10 woofer wasn't active at the time, but it is a 10" powered by a 350W class AB amp at only $599. The main amp is called BassX A-300 stereo power amp, also a class AB at 150/ch at just $399. The PT100 preamp/tuner includes both a MM/MC phono preamp stage and a 24/96 DAC as well as built in Blue-tooth for a stupid low $299. Their matching CD-100 CD player is also only $299. I have to say, this is the type of product I really appreciate as they offer well-built products with great performance at a supper competitive price.

Just down the hall a short distance was HiFI Man. They were displaying their Sundora Planar Magnetic headphones. Boasting a 6Hz to 75KHz frequency response and 27 ohm impedance for $499/pr. I found them comfortable, clean and extended. I listened to 3 different combos of their High-Res players and was impressed as the source improve the headphones were totally transformed. I recommend if your planning on buying a headphone of this quality and performance don't cheap out on your source as it makes a HUGE difference in what you hear.

Across the hall were NAD/PSB/Blusound and now Dali. I have always appreciated Dali's Danish design and sound and had the opportunity to listen to their new Callisto model driven by Soundhub.  The Callisto is a self amplified dual 6.5" tower speaker with a 1" dome and a ribbon super tweeter. The pair runs just under $5700. The Soundhub Preamp uses the Blusound module for streaming 24/96 material, and has two upgradeable slots as well. I listened to Dire Straights on the system, which sounded good in HiRes, but fell short of Analog performance.

NAD was also showing their new C-558 turntable, which was developed along with out friends at Pro-ject. The table has a definite Pro-ject vibe and they are offering it for $649.

Speaking of turntables, my next stop was Clear Audio where they were showing off their new Concept Active turntable. They have modified their beautiful Concept table by adding a phono preamp and headphone amp and mounted their excellent Concept MC cartridge. All that for $3200 or $600 less if you opt for their MM cartridge. I was given the opportunity to listen to the table using a pair of Audez LCD-3 headphones ($2k) and hands down the best sound of the show so far. All I can say is nothing was missing!

I usually skip rooms that just show DACs, but since the sign or the door said ESS I expected to see Hiel speakers. What I discovered was ESS as in Sabre DACS. I have always liked their technology having listened to the Sabre dacs in McIntosh, Audio Quest's Dragon Fly, Oppo, Pioneer, Yamaha, Denon, Marantz, Audio Technica and Accuphase to name but a few.  We had a short conversation and moved on.

Totem was here showing off their updated Signature One. This is not a re-issue of their first speaker the Model One, but a complete re-design that pays homage to the original. I thought is sounded a lot like there Mani 2 but without the stacked woofer design. You have to give credit to Totem, they get a lot of low end out of a small box!

Gary Koh President of Genesis Technology has been busy again but this time with electronics. He was showing his new Gold Phono ($8k) one-box M/C phono Preamp. What is totally new is he has engineered it to have the RIAA Phono EQ integrated into the amp circuitry as opposed to a separate EQ pre-amp stage. This, Gary explained, eliminates loading issues and gives you 65db of total gain with extremely low noise. 

The system on display included: His update of the Model 5 now called the Maestro ($30,000/pair) driven by a Viola Integrated amp, the table was a VPI Vanquish with a Transfiguration Proteus D mounted on a Fat Boy tonearm. The phono was of course his new Gold Phono and all the cables were Genesis designed.

My visit was similar to that of Genesis. Richard Vandersteen was also introducing new electronics. He was showing his own MS-HPA mono amplifiers for $15,000 per pair. I first met Richard at the Chicago CES show when he was introducing his original Model 2 back in 1977. So we spent some time just reminiscing. I did get the opportunity to listen to some Beethoven Piano Sonatas and felt the image was properly sized, with excellent sound stage (something Vandersteen is well known for).  The presentation was so realistic, I felt I could recognize the brand of the piano being played.

Pro-Ject had a number of new tables on display. Starting with their new Juke-Box E ($499.95), which is based on their Essential III with the addition of their Stereo Box built-in.

The VFE-BT had built in Blu-Tooth transmitter and phono pre-amp. They won a 2018 Innovation Award for it's unusual design.

They were highlighting their Vienna Philharmonic Orchestra 175th Anniversary Special Edition turntable with the Ortofon Cadera MC cartridge. There are only a few tables still remaining for sale at $10,000. If you are lucky enough to actually get one it comes engraved with your name on a special plaque.

The last new piece I saw was their new Pre-Box S-2 Digital Pre-amp ($399). It also has a Phono pre-amp built-in which makes it a pretty complete solution for many people. It supports MQA decoding with 32/768 and DSD S/2. So if you are a Tidal fan this is a no brainer for you.

For those of you that remember Tivoli or if your my age the KLH and Advent Radio, Como will be a great find. This is an updated version of those old classics. When I had my retail store, I can't tell you how many times, I would get calls from people looking for a quality Table Radio and all I could recommend is they look for a good old Advent on the used market. Now those people have a solution.

If you never heard the name Sandy Gross, he was one of the original partners at Polk Audio. Then he founded Definitive Technology and a few years ago came out of a short retirement and founded Golden Ear. When I entered the room, the only thing there was a single speaker on a stand on a table with Sandy sitting close by. This is his new Digital Aktive 3 powered, wireless loudspeaker. The design includes Blu-tooth, Chromecast WiFi streaming capability. The speaker was designed to be a KEF killer at $2200/pair. It has a 6" woofer, a pair of 8" passive radiators and the same Heil tweeter and is basically the top of his Titan Reference. As I said before, it was a static display so I will have to wait to hear them.

A little farther down the hall at the Venetian Hotel was the Marantz/Definitive Technology room. They were displaying their new Marantz AV8805 Pre/Pro and MM8077 separates Dolby Atmos 7.7.2 system at approximately $23,000. After months of research, I finally placed my personal order for the step down version SR8012 AV receiver so needless to say, I may be slightly biased. Although my speaker system will be significantly different from the Deftechs, the system was superb. Needless to say a very impressive demo.

Continuing down the hall, Kanto Audio was the next room I visited. They are a 10-year-old Canadian company demonstrating 3 amplified speakers. The YU2 ($249/pr) uses a 40W class D amp driving a 3" bass driver and a 1" dome tweeter. With its built-in soundcard, it can stream high-quality audio directly from your computer’s USB port, or connect directly to any 3.5mm AUX jack. The YU4 ($389/pr) upgrades to a 4” Kevlar® drivers and 1” silk dome tweeter and increases the amp to 140W peak and Inputs adds Blue tooth™ 4.0, RCA with Phono Preamp Switch, AUX, 2 x TOSLINK. The last model is the YU6 at $479.99/pr. Again a larger 5.25" Kevlar woofer and more power. I did listen to it and considering it's size and price, I thought it to be pretty good over all. 

Speaking of small powered monitors, Audio Engine was next. They were introducing their 3rd generation of their speakers. They have added Blu-tooth and updated DAC with APTx HD support. Their A5+is still an affordable $499/pr with their bamboo version an additional $70. They have also upgraded their remote to all aluminum. Nice touch!

News Flash! KLH has been sold to Dave Kelly (previously of Klipsch) and he is bringing back the classic KLH-9 full range electrostatic speaker. The projected price is $24999/pair. They are also releasing an updated Model Eight table radio with updated features. 
According to CTA's press release, "5G, smart cities, AI, IoT, AR, VR shine at CES 2018 - More than 3,900 exhibitors showcased world-changing technologies that spanned more than 2.75 million net square feet of exhibit space across Las Vegas - the largest show floor in CES' 51 year history." So apparently what defines consumer electronics consists of everything but what I have always thought of as electronics. Much of the innovations involved enabling control using Amazon's Alexa or Goggle voice service.
By the mere fact that audio isn't even mentioned, says a lot about the future of CES. I spoke with several executives from the HiFi segment and universally was told that they would either not come back to CES next year or were going to reduce their presence at the show. I said I wasn't coming to CES at the close of the show last year, but changed my mind at the last minute and attended anyway. But sadly, because there just isn't enough HiFi to make the trip worthwhile, I believe this is my last year at CES. I think instead, I will concentrate of venues like CEDIA, Rocky Mountain and of course CAS. I believe it is time to change the name of CES to the World Technology Show. Just a thought.

