
It has been several months since 
the 2007 International Consum-
er Electronics Show (CES, www.

CESweb.org)—the 40th CES—and I still 
don’t have a fi rm grasp on my experi-
ence there. I don’t know whether it’s 
because there’s so much to see and 
hear, I’ve become jaded, I am less tol-
erant of the hype, I’m tired of seeing 
so many video displays incorrectly 
calibrated, or whether so much that is 
claimed to be new is merely a fresh 
coat of paint or an R&D project that 
the consumer might never see. 

VENUE
When CES was still held in Chicago, it 
was small enough that I could, and of-
ten did, walk past every exhibit with 
time to visit those of interest. That 
is no longer possible. The Consumer 
Electronics Association (CEA, www.
CE.org) boasted that this year there 
were more than 65 miles of aisles.

CES has become overwhelmingly 
huge, like a World’s Fair or the Olym-
pics, making it impossible to see it all, 
or comprehend its scope. Thus it is ex-
tremely diffi cult to get more than a 
hint of the prospective economic and 
technological impact of the presenta-
tions and products.

Effectively covering CES takes more 
effort and planning than I expended 
for fi nal exams! I arrived in Las Ve-

gas a day before the fi rst press confer-
ences and received the updated list of 
press events and exhibitors.

Press events occur throughout the 
day and evening, before and dur-
ing the show. The CEA’s press events’ 
scheduling is pretty good, although 
as with everything in life, it could 
use a little improvement. They try to 
minimize travel between successive 
events, and provide transportation to 
some of those away from the Las Vegas 
Convention Center (LVCC). 

To attend the subset I am inter-
ested in, I produce a time-sequenced 
list for each day. I still can’t get to 
all of them, due to overlaps and other 
priorities, but it enables me to make 
better use of my time. It helps that 
those fi rst two days, before the exhib-
its open, have become fully scheduled 
press event days; that gets much of it 
done without confl icting with exhibit 
visits.

This year the CEA also provided 
large, but manageable, exhibit fl oor 
maps, which were great—much better 
than the small foldouts in previous 
years’ exhibitor guides. After check-
ing off exhibits of interest, I marked 
up the fl oor maps to minimize wasted 
travel time. Once my homework was 
done, I got some sleep in preparation 
for the marathon.

Consumer electronics is a diverse 
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category, growing broader as so much 
of our lives—at home and on-the-
move—has become PC/Internet-cen-
tric. The CEA seems to be embracing 
as much of it as possible, inviting ever 
more manufacturers to display prod-
ucts that offer adjustment or con-
trol of every conceivable function of 
our existence (about the only item I 
haven’t seen at CES is the Toto Wash-
let, a high-tech toilet with more elec-
tronics than in my first radio). This 
year there were 2700 exhibits over 
about 1.8 million ft2 of floor space in 
four venues: the LVCC, the Las Vegas 
Hilton Hotel, the Sands Convention 
Center, and the Venetian Hotel.

Because CES now fills the entire 
LVCC (if it gets any bigger it will need 
its own Congressional representation), 
I understand the need for additional 
exhibit space such as the Sands, but 
rather than put the audio exhibits in 
the Venetian (moved this year from 
the Alexis Park), I would prefer they 
use the Renaissance, or more suites 
in the Hilton, each of which is next 
to the LVCC. This would make getting 
there less time consuming.

This doesn’t include manufacturers 
who exhibited separately from CES. 
THE Show (www.THEShowLasVegas.
com), with almost 200 exhibitors fo-
cusing on high-end audio, was held 
during, and independent of, CES. In 
addition, several major manufactur-
ers set up shop in other venues, such 
as the Hard Rock Café or one of the 
major hotel/casinos. There are several 
more press events separate from CES: 
Lunch@Piero’s, where a small num-
ber of OEMs can talk to us with less 
bustle and background noise; Digital 
Experience, and Showstoppers, each 
an evening event held in a large hotel 
ballroom, with about 100 manufactur-
ers’ exhibit tables. My interests and 
needs led me to sample a broader as-

sortment of booth categories than in 
past years.

VIDEO DISPLAYS
CRT-based direct-view and projection 
displays have all but disappeared. 
There were many plasma and LCD 
panels, growing larger (what are they 
feeding them?) and costing less, but 
so what. That’s evolution of a technol-
ogy that has wide consumer appeal, 
like the DVD. DLP seems to lead the 
pack in front- and rear-projection 
sets. I didn’t bother to look at most of 
them. For one thing, the high ambi-
ent light-level and color make proper 
setup impossible. Regarding the dis-
plays themselves:
• Fill factors are up (less space be-

tween pixels).
• Black levels have improved, al-

though they’re not yet as low as 
from good CRT projectors.

• The LCD latency effect on motion 
artifacts is substantially reduced, 
even if it’s not insignificant for 
critical viewers of high-speed mo-
tion video.

• As reviews show, most panels and 
micro-displays (front- and rear-pro-
jectors that use a lamp illuminating 
one or more chips to generate the 
image) still have RGB primaries that 
differ from SMPTE “C” (for NTSC and 
SD) and ITU-R BT.709 (for HD). [Note 
that with the proper choice of R, G, 
and B primaries, and the use of DSP, 
it is possible for a single display to 
match both SMPTE “C” and ITU-R 

BT.709. Samsung’s SP-H700AE ($4000 
srp) and SP-H800BK ($6000 srp) offer 
this capability, and maintain proper 
gray scale, too (Photo 1).]

• Generally, displays I viewed ap-
peared to be straight out-of-the-
box (not correctly calibrated), just 
as in most large retail stores, plus 
the source material seemed careful-
ly selected, perhaps to hide known 
problems. Thus it was impossible to 
see just how good or bad the picture 
could be, particularly with regard 
to scaling, de-interlacing, motion 
compensation, and other parame-
ters that substantially affect image 
quality.

NEC exhibited a 26˝ LCD PC monitor 
with a locked-in sequence of images, 
but no text, making it impossible to 
evaluate.

SED (surface-conduction, electron-
emitter display), two prototype pan-
els of which were exhibited last year, 
was not present. Apparently Toshiba 
and Canon have become embroiled in 
a legal problem that has effectively 
stopped them from developing the 
technology into a marketable product, 
possibly permanently.

Of course, Blu-ray and HD DVD faced 
off, each claiming to be victorious 
and superior—neither is, and neither 
is. If they don’t settle their war soon, 
they’ll be made irrelevant as soon as 
solid-state memory devices become 
capacious enough, and cheap enough, 
to replace them. Intel announced a 
chip that holds much more data than 
currently available. Meanwhile, ho-
lographic data storage technology 
(www.DisplayTech.com), which already 
holds huge amounts of data at high 
resolution, deep color-bit-depth and 
high frame rates, could be ready for 
consumer HD data storage devices, 
without lossy data compression, by 
the next decade.
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PHOTO 1: Samsung projection unit.

http://www.THEShowLasVegas.com
http://www.THEShowLasVegas.com
http://www.DisplayTech.com
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AUDIO
Dolby® seems to be acknowledging 
that content producers and broadcast-
ers aren’t properly setting the Dolby 
Digital DialNorm parameter, so they 
have developed a single-ended solu-
tion to be included in TV sets and A/V 
receivers. Dolby Volume does not ig-
nore the DialNorm parameter, but ad-
ditionally adjusts the level based on 
computed perceived loudness such that 
changing channels, or going from pro-
gram to commercial, doesn’t dramati-
cally change apparent volume levels. 
It is based on the Dolby technology 
used in their LM100 Broadcast Loud-
ness Meter (Photo 2), which processes 
measurements using the Leq(A) (IEC 
60804) algorithm with their propri-
etary Dialogue Intelligence Algorithm 
to compute perceived volume. Will we 
be able to defeat the function in the 

receiver for classical music broadcasts, 
for which serious listeners prefer its 
wide dynamic range, and long periods 
of low levels intentionally contrast 
passages at fortissimo?

Dolby and DTS each showed off 
their higher quality sound technolo-
gies—Dolby TrueHD and Dolby Digital 
Plus, DTS-HD Master Audio, and DTS-
HD High Resolution Audio.

I don’t listen seriously to speakers 
because there are too many variables 
(including sound levels, room acous-
tics, speaker placement, and source 
material) for me to make a fair judg-
ment. However, it is always good to 
see Poh Ser Hsu (www.HsuResearch.
com), whose subwoofers I and many 
others have long held in high regard 
(I own two TN1220s), and whose rea-
sonably priced new HB-1 horn-based 
satellite speakers (Photo 3) should be 
considered for smaller rooms.

NXT (www.NXTSound.com), devel-
oper of distributed-mode loudspeak-
er technology (flat panels with one 
or more precisely located vibrating 
modules), showed units from several 
vendors. Products included speakers 

built into panel displays, one-piece 
multi-channel speaker systems to be 
mounted below video panels, and lap-
top screens that are the speakers. The 
best sound was from a prototype small 
white box with a flat 5.25˝ diameter 
driver, using what NXT calls a bal-
anced radiator design. None sounded 
as though they could replace great 
speakers, but seemed fine for confined 
spaces (including cars), and for non-
critical PC/iPod and other desktop 
sound systems.

Smyth Research is making progress 
with its Smyth Virtual Surround (SVS) 
Headphone technology that lets the 

PHOTO 3: 
HB-1 Horn 
Bookshelf 
speaker.

PHOTO 2: Dolby’s LM100 Broadcast 
Loudness Meter.

http://www.HsuResearch.com
http://www.HsuResearch.com
http://www.NXTSound.com
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listener calibrate his own earphones 
to present essentially the same sound 
as heard from his speakers (mono, 
stereo, or 5.1-channels) at his prime 
listening position. Yamaha is incorpo-
rating a simplified version in a con-
sumer product that is expected to sell 
for a few hundred dollars.

Car audio, with a little satellite ra-
dio, filled the LVCC’s north hall. As I 
walked through the hall, the sound 
was some of the loudest and most dis-
torted possible. I wore earplugs.

Also in the north hall, Honda exhib-
ited their walking, running, dancing 
Asimo robot (Photo 4). I’ve seen bet-
ter ones by Toyota, at the Aichi Expo 
in Japan two years ago. They still don’t 
have positronic brains, programmed 
with Asimov’s three laws of robotics.

CEA announced its High Perfor-
mance Audio subdivision to market 
what they’re calling HD Audio (www.
Great Audio.com), further confusing 
the consumer with something else 
called HD that he doesn’t understand 
and isn’t clearly explained. During 
the press conference they tried to 
demonstrate the difference among 
MP3s, CD-audio, and so-called high-
definition audio. 

While the sound system consisted 
of fairly expensive reasonably well 
designed products, the air handler 
generated so much hum and hiss that 
even gross differences were impos-
sible to hear unless you sat front-row 
center. I cannot fathom how they 

could expect to impress us under 
these conditions. High fidelity used 
to mean an attempt to bring the most 
accurate reproduction possible of the 
recording to the home listener, and in 
recording to capture as much of the 
concert experience as possible. No 
new marketing initiatives are needed, 
just a return to that concept.

WRAP-UP
Consumer electronics is much more 
than audio and video. Most of the 

show made that very 
clear. PCs, iPods and 
copies, cellphones 
that try to do every-
thing (I just want one 
that works as a phone 
everywhere I need it, 
without dropping the 
audio), plus a plethora 
of software, peripher-
als, and accessories, 
all seemed to cover 
acres.

Naturally, Micro-
soft, with a booth big 
enough for a mini-con-
vention of its own, was 
pushing Vista with the 
intensity of Sherman 
marching through 

Georgia.
No doubt I missed something, but 

nothing struck me as both truly new 
and of real value.

CES is a trade show; it is not for the 
consumer. Its primary purpose has al-
ways been for distributors and retail-
ers to learn first-hand about manu-
facturers’ new products, and to make 
decisions about what to carry during 
the coming year. It still provides a 
centralized site to talk with manu-
facturers’ experts about products’ 
technical aspects and provide feed-
back, one-on-one, regarding design 
issues and field problems. Exhibitors 
have private meeting rooms where 
they talk with buyers, but from the 
products we see and customer service 
we experience, I wonder whether the 
manufacturers take as much advan-
tage as they could of the valuable 
feedback available.

With fewer small retailers, and the 
commoditization of consumer elec-

tronics, some wonder whether CES’s 
value is diminished. There are even 
those who have questioned the valid-
ity of continuing to hold the show. 
With around 5500 press/analysts and 
150,000 total attendees, and given 
the high attendee/exhibitor costs, 
CES obviously offers value, because 
each of us makes some type of invest-
ment-payback choice with respect 
to the show. I always find CES quite 
useful and informative. Being able to 
talk face-to-face with manufacturers’ 
representatives helps me solve prob-
lems, get answers about products, and 
learn about the technology more eas-
ily than if it didn’t happen.

The CEA provides to the press a re-
source without which covering the 
show would be just about impossible: 
the press support staff and the press 
room. Jamie Lilly and her staff are 
tireless beyond belief in support of 
the army of press and industry ana-
lysts that descends on CES. I cannot 
thank them enough for their assis-
tance and kindness during what are 
certainly trying and exhausting days 
for them and us.

I guess I’ll recover in time for next 
year’s show.

David J. Weinberg (Tobias Audio, 
Silver Spring, Md.; (301) 593-3230; 
WeinbergDa@cs.com) is an engineer-
ing consultant and technical journal-
ist on audio, video, and film tech-
nology. He provides audio and home 
theater engineering consultation 
and professional on-location digital 
audio recording services to compa-
nies, radio stations, and individu-
als. He brings to his work an MSEE, 
a First Class Radiotelephone license, 
and over 40 years of continued study 
and active involvement in the audio, 
video, and computer industries. He is 
Vice Chairman of the Audio Engineer-
ing Society’s DC section, a manager 
in the Society of Motion Picture and 
Television Engineers’ DC section, and 
membership officer of the Boston Au-
dio Society (www.BostonAudioSociety.
org).
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PHOTO 4: Among the interesting sights at this 
year’s CES was Honda’s sprightly Asimo robot.
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