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A
uralic has been gaining 
praise for the past eight 
years with its range of 
advanced digital music 
products. We were so 
impressed with its Aries 

wireless streaming bridge it was 
nominated Best Network Player for 
2017 (see Hi-Fi World January 2018 
issue).
 Good as it is, though, the Aries 
needs to be connected to a DAC; 
it has no in-built digital-to-analogue 
convertor. So enter the Auralic 
Altair costing £1749. It replicates the 
functionality of the Aries (£1495) 
but also has a DAC, adds pre-amp 
capability and a headphone amplifier.  
 Housed in a single slim 6.5cm x 
33cm x 23cm (H/W/D) chassis the 
Altair can stream digital audio files 
via shared network folders, UPnP/
DLNA servers and the likes of Tidal 
and Qobuz subscription services. It is 

also Bluetooth equipped and able to 
receive music wirelessly from smart 
devices – typically a mobile phone 
– or computers. An added feature is 
a dealer-fitted 2.5” hard disk or solid 
state drive for internal storage of 
files.
 The rear panel carries AES/EBU, 
co-axial, optical (Toslink) and USB 
2.0 digital inputs, alongside balanced 
XLR and unbalanced RCA phono 
socket outputs. All the major music 
file formats are supported up to 
32bit/384kHz PCM, as well as DSD64, 
128 and 256. The only thing missing is 
MQA - although the jury is still out 
on whether it will take-off.
 Inside the box the Altair uses a 
highly-regarded ESS Sabre32 Series 
DAC driven by Auralic’s Femto 
master clock technology to reduce 
jitter. There is a linear power supply 
with a custom toroidal transformer 
- accounting for much of the unit’s 

7lb weight.
 On the front is a long display 
screen, headphone jack and a single 
rotary control for volume and 
accessing all the various functions. 
One of these is a set of four digital 
filters - Precise, Dynamic, Balance and 
Smooth (more of which later). Users 
can also control the Altair through 
the supplied remote control or, as I 
did, Auralic’s free Lightning DS app 
(iOS only at present).
 Set-up is simple with the Auralic 
finding my wi-fi network and all 
stored music within a matter of 
minutes once the two aerials were 
attached to the rear. The connection 
stayed stable throughout the review 
period. You can also use the Aries 
wired if desired – if your wi-fi 
network is a little flaky perhaps – but 
I had no trouble streaming hi-res 
PCM and DSD files wirelessly.

SOUND QUALITY
Starting off by streaming a 24/96 rip 
of Richard Dawson’s latest ‘Peasant’ 
album the Altair revealed itself to 
be precise and detailed with the 
welcome ability to pick out subtle 
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nuances in the music.
 On the delicate folk of ‘Beggar’ 
the strike and decay of the strings 
on Dawson’s acoustic guitar were 
entirely realistic - so much so I could 
close my eyes and picture his fingers 
on the fretboard. The Altair also 
brought out all the emotion of his 
sweet falsetto vocals on this piece.
 Pushed to handle something a 
little more up-beat with The Jesus 
And Mary Chain’s feedback-infused 
‘Psychocandy’ I found Altair to be 
excellent at layering the instruments. 
Where other DAC/streamers can 
compress everything into a sonic 
squall here I could make out all the 
guitar parts and bass lines. Added to 
that was a superb sense of speed - 
every track pumping along at just the 
right pace.
 As mentioned above there are 
four filters on offer: Precise is said 
to offer best measurement with a 
flat frequency response, Dynamic 
has a gentle roll-off of the high 
frequencies, Balance is designed to 
minimise pre-ringing and echo effects 
while Smooth uses a minimum-phase 
design and is recommended by Altair 
as the best all-round option.

 I tried them all with Led 
Zeppelin’s ‘When The Levee Breaks’ 
which has a dense mix featuring a 
pounding rhythm section, wailing 
harmonica and intricate guitar work. 
The differences were subtle but on 
the whole I preferred the smooth 
setting - with Precise sounding a little 
more harsh with cymbals and Balance 
just a shade too polite. It’s horses 
for courses, though, and others may 
disagree.
 Whatever the choice, though, the 
Auralic’s basic character remains the 
same and it is one that is thoroughly 
engaging.
 I recall marvelling at how 
good Daft Punk’s ‘Random Access 
Memories’ (Studio Masters Edition 
- 24bit/88kHz) sounded through 
an Auralic Aries feeding a Chord 
2Qute DAC (combined price £2495). 
The Altair matched that – but at 
significantly lower cost. The same 
low noise floor brought instruments 
to the fore and there was similarly a 
sense of vibrancy to the sound.
 I put together a quality system 
around the Altair, connecting it to 
a Naim Nap 100 power amplifier 
and a pair of Neat’s Iota Alpha 

loudspeakers. At a total cost of 
£3894 this was one fun combination 
with firm bass and great midrange 
detail, keeping me playing track after 
track. What more could anyone 
want?

CONCLUSION
Auralic have a deserved reputation 
for high quality digital at a realistic 
price – and the Altair is proof of 
that. It’s a multi-purpose component 
offering flexibility, performance and 
ease-of-use that can act as the centre 
of any digital music system. Just add 
decent loudspeakers and a power 
amplifier for a top-notch system.

The Altair has at heart an ESS Sabre 
digital-to-analogue convertor (DAC), 
supported by a linear power supply 
(i.e. not switch-mode). Auralic claim 
124dB dynamic range – a very high 
value – and this is possible from the 
Sabre32 Series our measurements 
show. However, the Altair falls slightly 
short at 121dB from both Phono socket 
and XLR socket outputs. It’s not a 
significant shortfall in sonic terms and 
the Altair is still up with the best in this 
important aspect. 
 Distortion was a low 0.02% at 
-60dB with 24bit digital and 0.21% 
with 16bit (CD), the latter value being 
determined by 16bit quantisation 
noise, not the DAC. These figures were 
measured from both S/PDIF (coax, 
optical, AES) and USB inputs. The 
optical input is able to process 192kHz 
sample rate digital.

 Output from the Phono sockets 
measured 2.2V and from the XLR 
sockets 4.5V – both typical values. 
 Frequency response measured 
flat to 70kHz, contracting to 48kHz 
in Balance mode. The filters changed 
measured frequency response little, and 
not at all within the 20Hz-20kHz audio 
band, even with CD’s 44.1kHz sample 
rate, so the audible difference between 
filters will be slight. 
 The Altair measured well and will 
give sound quality up with the best. 
NK

Frequency response (-1dB)   
4Hz-70kHz
Distortion (10k, 1W, 4 Ohms) 0.02%
Dynamic range 121dB
Noise -120dB
Output 2.2V / 4.5V

MEASURED PERFORMANCE FREQUENCY RESPONSE

DISTORTION

The rear panel carries a mains power switch, an array of digital 
inputs and both phono socket and XLR (balanced) outputs.

Inside the Altair uses an ESS Sabre DAC with a linear 
power supply – which Auralic believe is better than a 
switch mode alternative.
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