EQUIPMENT REVIEW

Avantgarde Acoustic Opus 1
Floorstanding, active loudspeaker

Eric van Spelde

vantgarde by name, avant-garde by
nature: the German horn loudspeaker
maestro just reduced the volume

of its entry-level, full-range speaker
by one-third and the cost by two-
thirds. It did this through the use of
some interesting, partly ‘out there’
methods. The result is the Opus 1; a speaker that is both
visually acceptable and enticing to customers looking for
a floorstander in the hotly contested low five-figure market
segment, rather than specifically a horn speaker.

For starters, like the Colibri of 2024 (the C2 from that
line was tested in Issue 236), Opus is a separate line
from the core Avantgarde speakers, aimed at a different
market segment and demographic. The Opus 1 uses a
single 35cm (call it fourteen inches) horn to cover most
of the frequency range — everything from 700Hz upwards
— supported by a single 250mm woofer in a column
that stands about a metre tall (110cm from the top of
the horns), 32.5cm wide and relatively shallow in depth
(the total depth, including the horn protruding from the
enclosure, is a mere 36¢m).

However, unlike the Colibri, the Opus 1 uses a 25mm
compression driver with a specially developed polyester
ring radiator membrane, reflecting the rapid pace of
development at the Lautertal-based manufacturer. With
the Colibri, it was assumed that a 38mm driver was
mandatory to cover the frequency range down to 700Hz,
with a slight compromise in high-frequency ‘beaming’ from
5kHz upwards and a frequency range ending at 19kHz.
Barely 18 months later, driver development has reached a
new level, resulting in a 25mm driver capable of covering
the entire range from the crossover point upwards with
consistent dispersion characteristics over that range.

Active by design

Compared with the hitherto entry-level model in
Avantgarde'’s core range, the Uno SD, the Opus 1 looks
positively tiny. By reducing the range of finishes to two
for the enclosure — white with a brushed-aluminium front
baffle and black with a black-anodised baffle — and two
for the horns — black and white, resulting in a total of four
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possible choices, and cleverly packaging the speakers
so that three pairs of them fit on a single Europallet,
significant cost is taken out of shipping and distribution
(with twelve horn colours available apart from special-
order, custom finishes on the Uno and higher, dealers
complain of ‘always having the wrong colour in stock’ and
so tend to revert to ‘safe’ colour choices, anyway).
Secondly, Opus 1 represents Avantgarde doubling down
on active speakers, despite significant market resistance to
‘all-in-one’ speakers in the audiophile market. Historically,
a good number of Avantgarde’s dealers have included the
brand in their sales portfolios to offer a viable, credible
speaker option for the esoteric Kondo, Air Tight, Wavac
et al amplification they really want to sell. However, ever
since R&D head honcho Matthias Ruff, who has been at
the beginning and the end of every product the company
has launched in its 35 years of existence, devised the
groundbreaking iTron current drive amplification. This is
an option on all Uno, Duo, Mezzo and Trio models. The
company found the advantage of taking the guesswork
out of the complex interface between loudspeaker voice
coil and the device that is driving it simply too fundamental
to ignore. “At the very beginning of audio technology, in
the days of Western Electric and (Siemens) Klangfilm, it
was taken as a given that the same group of engineers
who developed the speaker were also responsible for the
amplifier driving it, leading to predictable results for which
one single entity bore responsibility.”

Diverging

Then, when consumer audio became a thing, the paths
diverged to the point that the general understanding is that
loudspeaker manufacturers don’t do amplifiers (that well),
and electronics manufacturers don’t do speakers,” says
Armin Krauss, head of Customer Support and another
face at Avantgarde who has been there right from the
beginning. “Mixing and matching speakers and amplifiers
to suit personal tastes, budgets and whims has become a
big part of the audiophile hobby and probably won’t ever
disappear. Still, we think it's time for the paths to converge
again, simply because the integrated approach can yield
superior results.”
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The Opus 1 comes with 250W of Class D power and DSP for the bass
driver, and a 10W Class AB amplifier for the 103dB/W/m horn.

According to Krauss, the market is slowly coming around
to this holistic view. Three years after launching the Trio G3
with the iTron option, with Uno, Duo and Mezzo following
shortly after, thirty percent of those speakers are leaving the
factory with iTron amplifier modules installed, reaching 40%
with the Trio. “Frankly, three years ago we wouldn’t have
thought we'd come this far at this point.”

So, even when iTron was not going to be part of the
entry model's specification — the Opus 1 comes with 250W
of Class D power and DSP for the bass driver, and a 10W
Class AB amplifier for the 103dB/W/m horn, the first of
those watts being pure Class A — it was decided early on
that it would be a fully active speaker, and a fully active
speaker only. On the other hand, digital inputs, streaming
capabilities, etc., were dismissed on the grounds that
technology still moves at a significant rate in the digital
world, and anything built into a speaker designed to provide
twenty years of service is likely to become obsolete in a
fraction of that time.

Still, it would be good to see Avantgarde extending its
loudspeaker-as-a-system philosophy by providing a preamp
optimised to work with the built-in amplifier circuitry’s input
impedance, perhaps as a modular concept that allows
you to add and update phono and digital inputs, streaming
functionality, maybe even a CD slot, or anything else that
might come up in the future — which would also give dealers
something additional to sell and customers something to
tinker with over time!

Compact package, BIG sound
All of the above would be wasted effort if the Opus 1
didn’t at least give a taste of what the Avantgarde brand
stands for in terms of unfiltered dynamics and emotional
involvement. The first thing you notice about them is that
they sound BIG. There’s none of the sensation that either
you're looking at the soundstage from a bird’s-eye view or
the performers are sitting on their knees, as often is the
case with smaller floorstanders; also, the stage extends far
beyond the speakers on either side.

On the other hand, there’s none of the ‘singers with
one-metre-wide mouths’ syndrome sometimes associated
with horn speakers, either. Stereo separation is outstanding,
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The Opus 1's outstanding feature is its ability to convey the energy and
emotional intensity of a musical performance through live-wire dynamics.

» with ample space and air around the actors on the sound
stage and the impression of a very low noise or sound floor.
Coherence is a strong point, too. The crossover point of
the drivers is well away from the frequency range where
humans are most likely to experience lack of uniformity, and
the 10-inch bass unit, featuring a very strong motor facing
little moving mass, does an excellent job of keeping up with
the horn.

What the Opus 1 does not do is offer the same low-
frequency extension as the larger Avantgardes, which are
all specified to go as low as 18 Hz, requiring less severe EQ
to reach useful output levels at that point and offering more
dynamic range as a result. Going up the model portfolio
from Uno to the full-fat Trios with a brace of Spacehorns,
the dynamic range increases. Sensibly, Avantgarde did not
try to go that far with the much smaller Opus 1, specifying a
35 Hz cut-off point.

A blast of Massive Attack’s Angel shows that the Opus 1
does a commendable job of capturing the deep, rumbling
bass, building up pressure that peaks around the 1:30 mark
while keeping things clean and unmuddied. In the confines
of Avantgarde’s large auditorium, switching to the next
model up, the Uno SD, reveals a darker, deeper signature.
The newcomer does not quite show the same kind of
authority — however, for the sort of room the latter is likely
to find a place in, the balance that Avantgarde has struck
here between size and extension seems spot on, squeezing
a pint out of a quart pot with help from the DSP-controlled
active drive but not overdoing it.

Intensity

As with all Avantgarde speakers, the Opus 1’s outstanding
feature is its ability to convey the energy and emotional
intensity of a musical performance through live-wire
dynamics. Its performance envelope might be slightly
smaller overall when compared directly with its larger (and
much more expensive) siblings, but this is by no means a
watered-down facsimile of the ‘real thing: within that outer
dynamic envelope (which, for the larger Avantgardes, is
seldom explored outside the realm of separate, purpose-
built listening spaces), the Opus 1 is as fast, engaging,
intense and — when the music calls for it — as exciting a
musical experience as any.

If there’s one notable caveat, it's that the Opus 1's tonal
balance seems a touch brighter and more forward than that
of the current G3 models. This is noticeable when switching
between the Opus 1 and the iTron-equipped Uno SD, and
it largely disappears when the smaller speaker is auditioned
on its own. Sitting at the end of a stack of classy Esoteric
electronics, this proved to be a non-issue. Nevertheless, it
does point to the Opus 1 not having the kind of warm, easy-
going balance that makes one (just about) get away with
some questionable front-end decisions.

For those who, for instance, have fallen for the ‘blind
tests have shown that a $100 DAC sounds the same as
a $2,000 one’ myth, the Opus 1 will, in all probability,
ruthlessly expose the folly of that statement and its sonic
ramifications. This is a high-end, (nearly) full-bandwidth,
high-definition, highly coherent and transparent-to-the- »
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» source transducer with bells on, and it both demands and
deserves to be treated that way. This is not to say that the
Avantgarde might not be able to get the best out of more
modestly priced electronics, but you'd better choose your
weapons wisely.

At the price level the core Avantgarde range retails at,
this is taken for granted. However, at €13,000 for a fully
active system that just needs a source to work (arguably,
a line stage in addition would be preferred), the Opus
1 competes in the market with floorstanding passive
speakers in the higher four-figure range from mainstream
manufacturers. That’s the sort that feature multiple drive
units and relatively complex passive crossovers built from
‘good’ but rarely esoteric components. In such systems not
only a fair bit of amplifier power, but also a lot of low-level
information and temporal and spatial coherence, tends to
disappear. In other words, whatever the upfront gear does,
it will be ever so slightly less critical.

| would suggest that, when looking for an all-in-one
streamer/DAC/preamp to complete a system, one would
be well advised to choose something at the price and
performance level you'd be happy to pair with iTron-
equipped Uno SDs, rather than scale down to one third
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of the price to match the speakers’ price difference. That
would still make the combined price of the setup something
of a bargain in today’s market, given what'’s on offer. 4

Technical specifications

Type: two-way, floorstanding, active horn loudspeaker

Driver Complement: 1x 1" compression driver, polyester
membrane on 35 cm (13.8") spherical horn; 1 x 10" (250
mm) bass driver, concave paper membrane

Sensitivity (horn): 103 dB

Amplification: 250 W Class D amplifier with DSP control (bass);
10 W Class AB amplifier, 1 W Class A (mid/high)

Frequency Response: 35 — 20,000 Hz

Dimensions (H x D x W): 110 x 36 x 35cm (including horn)
Weight: 39 kg

Price: £13,200, €12,590, $21,750 per pair

Manufacturer Avantgarde Acoustic Lautsprechersysteme GmbH
@® avantgarde-acoustic.de

UK distributor Studio AV
studioav.co.uk & +44(0)1753 260149
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