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The Consumer Electronics Show has re-branded itself just plain ol’ CES, since
that’s what just about everyone calls it anyway. Held annually in Las Vegas, it’s
where anything new that can be described by the words “electronic” and
“consumer” in the same paragraph is displayed for anyone interested in
consumer technology to see, hear, and occasionally feel. According to the official
count, 177,393 visitors, including 7545 of us media folks filled 2.7 million square
feet in five venues (that’s 14 square feet per person if they were all there at once,
but who’s counting?) to see new products and hear about new technologies from
more than 3800 exhibitors.
There’s always a lot of wacky stuff at CES, many things that you can talk to,
things that talk to you, and things that talk to each other so they don’t have to
bother you. Locally, it’s all connected by WiFi except for what’s connected by
Bluetooth, then the Internet takes over, enabling your refrigerator to see that
you’re low on milk and have the grocery store deliver a jug to your front porch via
drone. Search on line for “Trending at CES” and you’ll find the seven or ten top
trends, different from analyst to analyst.
To approximately quote David Josephson of Josephson Microphones:
“Engineering is the study of the two major things that make up the universe:
Matter and Doesn’t Matter.” At CES, there’s plenty of both, no shortage of smart
gadgets like refrigerators and toasters, lots of Alexa-enabled (user interface by
voice) gadgets, lots of WiFi connectivity between them. There are connected
health monitors, both for humans and our four-footed furry friends. Plenty of
autonomous cars, higher definition and thinner TV sets, and, of course, virtual
reality and its cousin, augmented reality. And drones, drones, and more drones.
When I’ve attend CES in the past, much of my show report has been focused on
the high end audio products displayed in hotel suites several blocks from the
Convention Center. Unfortunately, this year I didn’t make that trek since, when I
had time, waiting lines for the shuttle buses between show venues were
unreasonably long and the weather was too crummy to walk. I didn’t hear of any
buzz from other there, so I imagine there was little new and exciting. These days
it’s hard for me to get excited about a $50,000 turntable or a $20,000 DAC
(digital-to-analog converter) for your smart phone. Still, nobody has picked up the
analog tape recorder torch, though vinyl playback is getting a strong foothold –
but you probably already knew that.
So I really don’t have much to report on high tech audio this year, but since
you’ve read this far, here are a few highlights.

In support of the vinyl upsurge, Crosley Radio, the folks who build CD players
and turntables into cases that look like vintage radios, showed a few modestly
priced (around $400) belt-drive turntables for the serious but not audiofool
listener. The model C10 (I don’t
think this one is new this year)
has an Ortophon cartridge and
guts built for Crosley by ProJect, a European company who
has made a name for itself
among phonophiles who don’t
have a pile of money to spend.
Crosley’s contribution is
integration with a stylish wood base that won’t scare away the rest of your
household. Their C20 (which is new this year) is an upgraded version, for about
another hundred bucks. The C20 has an acrylic platter, rather than the C10’s
stainless steel one, and adds a phono preamp with USB digital output to the
analog outputs direct from the cartridge.
Also from Crosley, for the ultimate rec room experience comes the CR 1209A
Rocket Vinyl jukebox, a 70 disk (140
sides) 7-inch 45 RPM player that has
a set of real pushbuttons and an
available remote. For the wimps who
only know how to play music from a
computer, there’s a programmable
playlist. It’s $12,000, with plans to
build 16 units within the next few
months, so get your order in
promptly. The player mechanism is

all new and appears to be very nicely
built, The cabinet, speakers, and
power amplifiers look, and probably
are the same as those in Crosley’s
CD jukebox that’s a couple of grand
cheaper. It’s not the sort of thing I
usually write about, but it’s just too

cool not to mention. And CES is, among other things, about stuff that’s just cool.
http://www.crosleyradio.com

While we’re on the subject of records, Allsop has revised their Orbitrac record
cleaning system that’s been on vacation for quite a few years. The Orbitrac 3Pro
is a wet cleaner that gets dust out of the groove while discharging static
electricity which would
attract a fresh layer of
dust. After moistening the
pad, you drop the cleaning
arm over the turntable’s
center spindle, then sweep
it around the disk a time or two, assuring that the entire groove surface is
cleaned. The kit includes the sweeper, two replaceable cleaning pads, a bottle of
cleaning solution, and a non-skid anti-static mat to place between the turntable
and the record for cleaning. I think it’s going to be priced at $50 retail. Too new to
be on the web site or even on Amazon, but keep it in mind. If you’re going to
spend premium buck$$ on vinyl records, you’ll want to keep them in good shape.
A clean record clicks less and wears less than a grubby one.
https://www.allsop.com/

AfterMaster is a technology that’s closely related to music recording and
production. While, on the surface, it sounds a bit like just another “sound
enhancer,” the design team includes a few folks who really know audio hardware
design and what makes music sound good, and that’s what drew my attention.
Paul Wolff, a long time audio designer and previous owner of API (the console
manufacturer) is the team’s hardware designer, while Shelly Yakus, a well
respected recording and mastering engineer, is the one who decides when they
get the sound just right. For me, knowing that a couple of serious audio
professionals with years of experience on the team raises this above the level of
just another consumer audio gadget.
There are actually a few different products, but their underlying premise is to
make audio sound as good as if Shelly Yakus mastered it. As an experienced
mastering engineer, Shelly doesn’t do exactly the same thing to every song or
sound track that comes in the door, but over the years, he’s assembled a signal
processing chain that lets him do what he believes is necessary without having to
re-patch the studio for every job.
Their CES-oriented product, the AfterMaster Pro, is a little box that patches in
line, either through analog or HDMI, with the audio path of a TV set, and applies
their patented signal processing to the program audio. The goal is to reduce the
volume of dialog, sound effects, or commercials that are too loud, as well as (this
is the “mastering” part) bring up low level dialog or other sounds so that they

remain audible when listening at
a low or reasonably comfortable
level. It just does its thing, and on
the tracks I heard, seems to
accomplish its mission without
doing any damage.
Their mastering process isn’t
simply limiting or compression,
nor is it just equalization, though
both are involved. They won’t
explain much in depth since,
until their patents are issued, it’s hush-hush proprietary – and even then, I don’t
expect that they’ll be giving away any magic secrets to mastering. What’s
interesting is that, with software involved, it’s bound to depend on some AI
(Artificial Intelligence, a highly popular term at this show), since Shelly won’t be
there in person to listen and turn the knobs.
There are a couple of outgrowths from the basic hardware product and its
underlying software. One is that they’re working with ON Semiconductor to
implement the process on a chip that can be built into an audio device and
offered by the manufacturer as a feature. A TV set will likely be the first target,
but there’s no reason why it can’t be built into a set of headphones as an
alternative to the thump-and-sizzle equalization that’s common today. They’re
also working on a software-only package that can be incorporated into “smart”
products that can benefit from better sounding and more understandable audio
than what the program source offers.
Of more interest to the pro audio community is the plan to build a “pro” version of
the processing box with +4 dBu nominal line level analog inputs and outputs on
XLR connectors, and possibly digital I/O well. Its target users are those recording
live audio for video, allowing them to come away from the live session with a
more ready-to-roll recording. It obviously can also be used in the studio.
Another product, ProMasterHD, is a cloud-based software application that
applies their mastering process to uploaded music tracks. This isn’t intended to
put guys like Bob Katz, Bernie Grundman, Bob Ludwig, or even Shelly Yakus out
of business, but rather, it’s aimed at the independent musician who doesn’t have
the budget for professionally mastering of what’s quite likely a home or live
recording, but wants to present his recordings in a professional sounding way.
Here’s how ProMasterHD works: You upload a track to their web site and get
back four 90-second previews of the AfterMaster-processed versions of your
track. Since there’s no single best master for a given track, each version is
processed with different settings so you can decide which you prefer.

If you want to get your whole song mastered, you send them ten bucks and they
send back all four versions of the complete mastered track. This gives you the
opportunity to pick one if the full track sounds good with those settings, or edit
parts of each mastered version together if you prefer one version on the chorus,
another version on the first verse, another version on the rest of the verses, and
another on the solo. Alternatively, after hearing the examples, you might decide
to make some adjustments to your mix or adjust the overall level (Shelly says
that things come out better when they’re not pushed to the max going in) and
take another shot. The 90 second examples are free.
http://aftermaster.com
http://promasterhd.com/

I received an invite a private demo of the Acoustic Masterminds AcoustiTools
smart phone app. They weren’t exhibiting on the show floor, but rather, were
giving demos at the Renaissance hotel next to the Las Vegas Convention
Center. I thought that was a good idea since what it does is makes acoustic
measurements.
What I really wanted to see was their Room Calc app which uses the phone to
measure room dimensions and then calculates and displays “room modes.”
These are places in the room where reflections of sound from the loudspeakers
result in standing waves that cause certain frequencies to be boosted and others
attenuated, meaning that the frequency balance changes as you move around
the room. When designing or treating a room to even out the listening
environment, one technique is to locate the more serious reflection points and
place a sound absorber there to kill the reflection. The intent of this app is to help
you to locate those reflection points.
Sadly, Room Calc wasn’t quite ready to show yet, but I got a look at their nearly
ready product, AcoustiTools. This one is an aid to loudspeaker positioning. You
aim the phone at a loudspeaker from a listening position and it tells you the
acoustic delay from the speaker to your ear. It works with multiple speakers, so if
you’re setting up a delay system for increased coverage, it will help you to
calculate the delay needed in the distant speakers to make the sound arrive at a
listener’s ear at the same time as it arrives from the main speakers. AcoustiTools
also includes an SPL meter and an FFT-based real time spectrum analyzer.
Their shtick is that it takes advantage of Google’s new Tango technology to scan
an area and locate a target (the speaker and listening position) by integrating
measurements from various sensors on the phone. Tango seems to be most
applicable to virtual reality applications to track motion and listening (or seeing)
direction, and that’s what the developer is taking advantage of here.
At this point, there are a limited number of phones that can support the Tango
system, and, honestly, I was a bit underwhelmed by the app’s capability. There

are plenty of RTA an SPL measurement apps already (I have one of each on my
apparently obsolete Android phone), and the delay measurements use a fixed
value for the speed of sound, so they don’t take into account the effect of
temperature and humidity changes. You can do just as well with a tape measure
or, if you’re clever, use a stereo recording app to measure the actual delay time.
But they guy is sincere and committed to using Tango to do a better job than
without it, so it’s worth keeping track to see if he survives. There are some demo
videos of AcoustTools and a mockup of Room Calc on the web site.
http://acousticmasterminds.com/

Audio-Technica introduced two new high end Bluetooth wireless headphones
that incorporate what they call Pure Digital Drive technology, the ATH-DSRB9
and a lower cost model, the ATH-DSRB7. The short explanation that they gave
at the demo was that it doesn’t employ a DAC (digital-to-analog-converter), but
sends a digital signal directly to the driver. Well, we know better than that – the
digital data steam coming from the Bluetooth receiver has to get converted to an
analog current somewhere. What they really mean is that they don’t use one of
the conventional PCM converter chips that are industry standards.
These headphones use the Dnote chipset from Trigence Semiconductor (Google
it if you want to learn more) which passes the sampled PCM audio through a 1bit delta-sigma modulator. This converts the PCM to a pulse width modulated
signal that directly feeds the driver voice coil. That’s where the conversion from
high bit rate pulses to alternating current takes place. This technology isn’t brand
new - there’s a paper about it from a 2010 AES convention. It’s finding its way
into the miniature speakers used in consumer audio devices since, in addition to
the potential for offering better sound quality, it saves cost and power
consumption by not requiring a separate power amplifier stage for low power
devices. But Bluetooth being Bluetooth, they were having interference problem at
the show since they were right across the aisle from a display of about two dozen
Bluetooth-equipped massage chairs.
A-T also introduced the AT-LP3, a 33-1/3 and 45 rpm belt drive turntable that
features a removable head shell that includes an AT91R moving magnet
cartridge. Outputs are direct from the cartridge or through a built in RIAAequalized preamp with both analog and USB digital outputs. The input of the
preamp is switchable to provide the appropriate gain and load impedance for a
moving coil cartridge if you choose to replace the included cartridge with a
premium moving coil type.
http://www.audio-technica.com/cms/news/e9a8a8a1f72d4d92/index.html
http://www.audio-technica.com/cms/news/d028496fc19973ed/index.html

While computers are getting more quiet than ever,
mechanical noise is still a problem when your
vocal mic is only a couple of feet from the
computer fans. Calyos, from Brussels, Belgium, is
a long time maker of cooling solutions, and they’ve
recently partnered with a PC manufacturer to
make a fanless, pumpless 2-phase (liquid and
gas) closed loop cooled desktop computer. Their
first model is based on an ATX motherboard and
can be configured with various CPU, memory, and
solid state drive options.
http://www.calyos-tm.com

I like tools, that’s why I have so many (same for standards, as the saying goes).
I’m finding myself trying to fix more things
with surface mounted components that
seem to be getting smaller by the week
and my aging eyeballs need some help.
Dino-Lite was showing their line of digital
microscopes, about the size and shape of
a dollar LED flashlight, with models
offering a magnification range of from 0x
to 900x. They’re available with USB

output with a companion display application
(seems like Windows only at this point),
analog composite video, VGA, and DVI.
Each has a built-in LED ring light, with
different colors available
For $99, you get their basic plastic case
model with 640 x 480 pixel resolution, 10x
to 50x zoom plus fixed 230x magnification, and USB output. 1280 x 1024
resolution starts at about $600, and 2592 x 1944 resolution will run you $1300
and up. There are plenty of accessories, too; mostly stands, X-Y moveable and
rotational stages, and lights. It looks like for a bit over a grand you can put
together a system that lets you inspect and work on a surface mount circuit
board, to repair a mechanical wrist watch, or study and document little tiny
things.
http://dinolite.us/

For those of you following my occasional rants about why Android users don’t
have all the cool musical apps available to iOS, I visited several phone
manufacturers’ booths trying to learn something about why they leave out
features (lack of USB-OTG support is my #1 issue) that are important for pro
audio applications. The sad answer appears to be that they build to the carriers’
specifications, and only the most expensive models are really full-featured.
At their I/O conference last year, Google made a big to-do about Android Pro
Audio, an extension to the operating system that’s similar to Samsung
Professional Audio, who has put a fair amount of effort into curing the Android ills
that have stood in the way of audio application development. Samsung evolved
as set of standards defining “Professional Audio” such as acceptably low latency,
class compliant audio I/O, and support for more powerful processing tools, and
Google is applying those same standards in their development. Samsung
Professional Audio is, as you might expect, only available on Samsung devices
and is baked in to their version of the operating system.
Google’s version would be managed like any other Android app – if it didn’t come
pre-installed on your phone or tablet, you could get it from the Google Play Store
(the Android equivalent of the iTunes app store). However, nobody I spoke to at
the show knew anything about it (or they did and were sworn to secrecy). I’ll
concede that I didn’t have the opportunity to talk to any actual developers, only
marketing and support people, so as far as I can see, the future is still bleak for
those of us who are looking for a low cost platform for mobile audio production.
Sadly, I’m still having to recommend that anyone who wants a multitrack recorder
on his phone just suck it in and buy an iPhone or iPad.

That’s enough editorializing for this time around. All in all, CES was a fun show,
full of things that I don’t need and would never buy for myself, but it’s interesting
to see what the manufacturers think we need.
The end, for this year.

