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LOUDSPEAKER

Opera Audio Callas II
Italy’s Opera Loudspeakers continues its tradition of beautifully made and achingly
stylish designs with the introduction of the new Callas compact standmount
Review: Adam Smith Lab: Keith Howard

T

wo of the greatest issues facing
the prospective purchaser of
high-end loudspeakers are the
inevitable matching price tag,
plus the general situation that high-end
typically means ‘large’.
Fortunately, if you are in the position to
afford a pair of capable loudspeakers but
do not have considerable space available,
your prayers may well have been answered.
Salvation in this case comes in the form of
Opera Loudspeakers’ new Callas model,
a compact standmount design retailing
at £4000. This promises a great deal of
performance in a neat and room-friendly
package, wrapped up in an appealing gloss
walnut or mahogany ﬁnish.

STUNNING FIT AND FINISH
Italians know a thing or two about style, so
it’s not unreasonable to expect that a new
Opera loudspeaker won’t be a dull square
box, and – as our pictures illustrate – this
Callas model is most certainly neither
square nor dull. Frankly, the ﬁt and ﬁnish
of the Callas loudspeakers is absolutely
stunning and they are a stylish and elegant
break from the loudspeaker norm.
However, this latest Callas – we’re
calling it the Callas II – is rather more
conventional than its forebear, which
boasted no fewer than ﬁve tweeters on
its cabinet. Two were located above and
below the bass driver, with three more
on the rear panel. These operated over
different frequency ranges in an attempt
to regulate the speaker’s high frequency
dispersion. For the new Callas, however,
these extra tweeters are no more and each
loudspeaker simply uses the drivers that
can be seen on the front bafﬂe – there are
no hidden domes tucked away!
The drivers in question hail from
Scandinavia, but from different countries
and manufacturers. The 7in mid/bass driver
RIGHT: The Callas II utilises drive units from
SEAS and Scanspeak and is clothed in a very
stylish and sturdy MDF and plywood cabinet.
The main curved body is available in high gloss
Walnut or Mahogany veneers

is made by SEAS to Opera’s speciﬁcations
and based around one of its Excel models.
It features a rubber surround supporting
a polypropylene cone,
which is then annealed
using a process which
Opera suggests is
‘delicate’ but confers
increased cone rigidity
without diminishing
the material’s innate
damping properties.
Two copper rings are used on the pole
piece of the woofer’s motor assembly,
reducing inductance and permitting the
driver to operate over a wider
frequency range. Opera
claims that this is up to
5kHz for the Callas’s
woofer although the
crossover is tuned to 2kHz,
well away from the driver’s
limits. Combined with a
peak driver displacement
of 12mm, the result
should be low distortion
and minimal power
compression at higher
volumes [see Lab Report,
p55]. The driver is loaded
to the rear of the cabinet
by a 55mm-diameter port.
High frequencies are
handled by a Scanspeak
9700 tweeter, which hails
from the company’s Classic
Series, but using motor
unit technology from
the high-end Revelator
range. For the Callas, this
means a 1in textile dome
with a moving mass of
0.45g and, unusually, no
ferroﬂuid in the magnet
gap. Ferroﬂuid is employed
in most tweeters for both
damping and cooling,
so doing away with it
requires some intricate
design work to ensure the
ﬁnished product does not
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easily overheat or audibly distort. Opera
is clearly conﬁdent of Scanspeak’s abilities
in this area, as it utilises the same tweeter
in several other of its
loudspeakers.

‘I can only offer a
firm “Bravo!” in the
direction of Opera
Loudspeakers’

EQ SWITCHING

The crossover that
unites the two
drivers uses second
order slopes on both
bass and treble and
is split to allow bi-wiring or bi-amping.
Connections are made using some truly
scrumptious ‘Opera’ branded gold binding

posts that make the art of wrapping
loudspeaker wire almost a pleasure. Passive
components include Mundorf capacitors
and metal oxide resistors.
Additionally, there is a toggle switch on
the rear of the cabinet that is claimed to
alter the output of the 300-3000Hz band
by 2dB when operated. However, as can be
seen from the Lab Report, its action seems
to be rather more subtle than this, with
around 0.5dB of change instead.
Finally, everything is housed in a cabinet
made from veneered MDF and curved
plywood that boasts an internal volume
of 14 litres. The thickness of the enclosure
varies from 25 to 50mm and the reverse
side of the bafﬂe is milled in order to
minimise air turbulence behind the woofer.
Behind the driver is located a layer of
open-cell foam with a pyramidal shape to
absorb internal reﬂections. Naturally, the
lack of parallel walls within the cabinet
also pays great dividends here. Due to the
construction of the more diffuse material,
Opera claims that no other absorbent is
required inside the cabinet, thus improving
the loudspeakers’ midrange performance.

A TRIP TO THE OPERA
Opera Loudspeakers was founded in 1989 and is based in Treviso, Northern Italy.
It shares its headquarters with sister company, Unison Research, which may
explain why Opera’s speakers are considered to be quite valve amp friendly!
From the beginning, the company aimed to make loudspeakers that successfully
combined the most advanced internal technology for optimum sound quality,
with an exterior based around traditional Italian craftsmanship. The ﬁrst design
to bear the Opera badge was the Caruso, named in honour of one of the great
voices of the opera, Enrico Caruso. The Callas name followed soon after this and
has endured, with the range undergoing several iterations. The present Callas
line-up consists of these standmounts plus the Grand Callas ﬂoorstander. This
£8500 masterpiece currently represents the pinnacle of the Opera range.

For auditioning purposes, I set the
loudspeakers up on a pair of mass-loaded
Atacama SL-600 stands around three feet
from the rear wall and 18in from the sides,
and fed them with a mixture of digital
and LP source material through a Naim
Supernait ampliﬁer.

WORTHY OF THE NAME
I really did promise myself that I would
avoid poor Italian-related puns in this
review but I have to say
that I can only offer
a ﬁrm ‘Bravo!’ in the
direction of Opera
Loudspeakers, as the
Callas IIs really are
molto bene. They do
a remarkable job of
impersonating much
larger loudspeakers
and have a scale and
dynamism that is
highly addictive.
Add in a ﬁne
sense of low-end
weight and the
inevitable conclusion
is that these are
genuinely high-end
loudspeakers, merely
handily scaled down
into a manageable
and room-friendly
total package.
For a reviewer,
moving from
ﬂoorstanding
loudspeakers
to standmount
designs can often
be a rather nervewracking experience,
especially given
a larger room.
Fortunately, the
Callas IIs rose to the
challenge superbly,

appeared to take a deep breath and
ﬁlled the aforementioned space most
effectively. Across the midband they
projected superbly and almost seemed to
have an enthusiasm for the task at hand.
They picked ﬁne instrumental detail from
the depths of recordings with aplomb and
actually seemed as though they enjoyed
making music – which, for an inanimate
object, is quite some feat!
As a result, the soundstage set up by the
Operas was wide and deep, with a good
sense of stability and precision from front
to back. Vocal projection was absolutely
ﬁrst-rate with the output adjustment
switch on its lower setting. Moving this
to the upper setting to lift the midband
brought about a fairly subtle change, but
did bring performers within the recording
even further forward.
Occasionally I felt that this veered
towards making things just a little too
‘shouty’ but then my room does err
towards the lively end of the scale. Perhaps
this setting might well be of greater use
if your listening space is better damped.
Overall the action of this ‘midrange
compensation’ seemed subtle, well-judged
and did not unduly unbalance the speakers’
underlying sonic character.
At the top end, that lovely SEAS tweeter
more than proved its worth, by serving
up a deliciously crisp and clean treble.
Those of you who have encountered other
ferroﬂuid-free tweeters in the past may well
remember them turning your ears insideout with their searing performance – but
this was emphatically not the case with the
Callas IIs. Naturally, one might reasonably
expect nothing less from the likes of SEAS
but I was still glad to encounter treble that
was both pure and soft when required, but
blessed with a ﬂeet-footed snappiness with
the right material.
Playing one of my regular ‘good music
buried in a bad recording’ test tracks in
the form of ‘Only When I Sleep’ from
The Corrs’ Talk On Corners CD [Atlantic
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LAB
REPORT
OPERA AUDIO CALLAS II
LEFT: Ported at the rear, the
back panel also plays host to
chunky and stylish bi-wiring input
terminals and a switch to ‘tweak’
its midrange response

my auditioning, the Operas
sounded a little unsure of
themselves. I experimented
with toeing them in a little
further and moving them away
from the side walls which
helped somewhat, but this
particular aspect of the track
never quite came together in a
totally cohesive way.

DEPTH AND IMPACT

7567-83106-2] fazed the Operas
not one little bit. They effortlessly
highlighted that this was a day when
the mastering engineer possibly had
a bad head cold, but they certainly
didn’t give the jumbled, distorted
and generally unpleasant overall
rendering that I have heard from
lesser loudspeakers.
Instead they successfully revealed
that Andrea Corr’s voice is a truly
delightful thing to behold and was
in ﬁne form on this recording. They
even hinted that maybe there was
even a properly musical bass line
lurking in there somewhere… In
all, the result was surprisingly well
crafted and listenable.
Moving to something rather more
sympathetic, ‘Hey Hey’ from Eric
Clapton’s Unplugged LP [Reprise
Records 9632-45024-1] showed
off the Callas II’s strengths much
more effectively. The live recording
was vivid and atmospheric and Eric
was locked perfectly centre-stage.
His acoustic guitar even seemed to
have grown in stature, such was the
immediacy and precision of each
string pluck.
I did note that the initial
foot-tapping as the song starts was
a little uncomfortable, however.
This is a very handy test of bass
timing and, for the ﬁrst time during

In fact, while the bass offered
by the speakers was generally
very impressive, they were
occasionally caught out. It
deﬁnitely seemed as though
the Operas fared better with
something a bit faster and
punchier, becoming a little less
conﬁdent when things slowed
down and required more detail and
insight. I would say around 90% of
the time I found myself marvelling
at their bold and weighty nature,
but with that remaining 10% they
sounded ever so slightly boxy – as
with the Clapton track.
That said, they certainly have
plenty of impact and depth to
them, and they do a remarkable
job of imitating something bigger,
particularly when fed a rollicking
bass line. This was highlighted by the
opening to Lissie’s ‘Further Away’
from Back To Forever [Sony Music
88883729961]. Here, the low end
action was punchy and taut, setting
the rest of the track up perfectly.

HI-FI NEWS VERDICT
The new Opera Callas
loudspeakers are beautifully
crafted and based around high
quality drive units. Their midband
adjustment option is intelligently
implemented and they have a
sonic stature and rhythmical
demeanour that belies their
relatively compact dimensions.
Through them, music is fun,
addictive and enjoyable. Naturally,
hailing from Italy, they are also a
treat for the eyes.
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Opera claims 89dB sensitivity for its new Callas, which accords
well with our measured pink noise ﬁgure of 88.6dB. The quoted
nominal impedance is accurate too: eschewing nonsense like
‘8ohms compatible’ Opera speciﬁes 4ohm with a minimum
of >3ohm, which is entirely consistent with our measured
minimum modulus of 3.5ohm. Impedance phase angles are
sufﬁciently well controlled that the minimum EPDR (equivalent
peak dissipation resistance) is 1.9ohm at 139Hz, a little higher
and more amp-friendly than for many nominally 4ohm designs.
The forward frequency responses, measured at tweeter
height at a distance of 1m, show an obvious concave trend
through the presence band (which will tend to increase the
apparent stereo image depth and slightly soften the overall
sound) and a shelving up of output in the last half-octave to
20kHz [Graph 1, below]. Response errors 20Hz-20kHz are
commendably low at ±2.8dB and ±2.4dB respectively for the
pair. This is for the EQ switch in the ‘Plus’ position; in the ‘Minus’
position the output drops by around 0.5dB in the range 1kHz4.5kHz. Pair matching is less exceptional at ±1.2dB, 200Hz20kHz, but tightens to an admirable ±0.6dB below 13kHz.
Diffraction-corrected nearﬁeld measurement shows the bass
output extends to 53Hz (–6dB re. 200Hz), a fair result for a
speaker of this size and sensitivity. Roll-off begins gently below
200Hz and steepens at 70Hz which should bode well for clean
bass in-room where careful placement relative to the walls will
improve the apparent bass extension. The CSD waterfall
[Graph 2] evinces fast energy decay with only low-level
resonances visible at treble frequencies. KH

ABOVE: The new Callas offers a very smooth bass
response with a slight loss in presence band output
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ABOVE: Cabinet and mid/bass driver resonances are
well controlled with only minor treble modes visible

HI-FI NEWS SPECIFICATIONS
Sensitivity (SPL/1m/2.83Vrms – Mean/IEC/Music)

89.4dB/88.6dB/88.2dB

Impedance modulus min/max (20Hz–20kHz)

3.5ohm @ 236Hz
16.5ohm @ 81Hz

Impedance phase min/max (20Hz–20kHz)

–46o @ 102Hz
41o @ 22Hz

Pair matching (300Hz–20kHz)

±1.2dB

LF/HF extension (–6dB ref 200Hz/10kHz)

53Hz / 37.7kHz/31.9kHz

THD 100Hz/1kHz/10kHz (for 90dB SPL/1m)

0.7% / 0.5% / 0.1%

Dimensions (HWD)

420x245x420mm
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