
EAR834

Let's see, a 50-watt integrated amplifier for $3600 (okay, $3595). I’d be the first to
agree that this seems like a lot of money, but in all reality (audiophile "reality," that is)
this is around the price point where things seem to start. Sure, there are other
integrated amps at lower (some much lower) prices, but it's funny—well, actually not
that funny—how, as members of the audiophile community, we need to spend quite a
bit to get what we perceive to be true "high end."

Let's cut the audiophile prattle and get to the important question, "What do you get for
$3600?" You get a very well made, 50-watt tube amplifier and preamplifier combined
in an attractive black and chrome chassis from the true English madman, Tim de
Paravicini. The fact that the preamp and amp are combined in one chassis represents a
savings in space, as well as in the expense of additional interconnects, feet, and what
have you. The 834, which uses relatively common parts, reflects the designer’s belief
that parts make little sonic difference, and that it's the execution of the circuit that
matters. (This is the polar opposite of the BC3/BC3.1's design, where you'll find
premium parts in a design that is as tweaked as it can get.) The E.A.R. 834 also
possesses considerable heft, which is not only evident upon lifting the unit from its
box, but through its portrayal of the musical message.

Using our Chario Hyper Reference 2000s to audition this unit in relation to our
references, the Blue Circle BC3/BC3.1 preamp and Muse 150 monoblock amps,
revealed just what kind of sound your $3600 can buy. (The Blue Circle/Muse combo
will set you back roughly $7000.) In absolute terms, both were quite musical, offering
us very similar presentations with slight differences. The E.A.R.'s had comparatively
softer and less extended bass, slightly less overall detail and clarity, and a somewhat
foreshortened soundstage, though none of this ever detracted from our enjoyment of
it. Nevertheless, since it's my duty to nitpick, let me address these differences in more
detail.

The BC3/BC3.1 and Muse 150 combo simply excels in delivering lifelike bass textures,
extension, and slam. Our reference combo seems to go on forever, allowing the room
to shake, rattle, and roll. In reproducing bass guitar, the image is of a living body
placed out and into the end of the room. One can visualize the strings and body
resonating and growling with texture and life, like the difference between wire-wound
versus smooth nylon strings. The E.A.R.'s image is less defined and extended, creating
an image of smooth strings heard from a distance, as opposed to wire-wound strings



up close and personal. To be fair, we were comparing 100 solid state watts with 50
tube watts, and perhaps asking the tube amp to do something it just can't do. The
E.A.R., though, was never mushy and slow, just lacking the last word in texture and
extension.

On the other hand, the E.A.R. is warmer and richer through the midrange, more "tube-
like" than our reference setup. The BC3/Muse combo is fast and detailed from top to
bottom, reflecting their design as lean, mean amplifying machines. This quality lends
itself to the music we play, allowing us to really get lost in the event. Shortly after our
listening time with the E.A.R., we substituted vintage Amperex Bugle Boys for the stock
Sovteks in the BC3, adding a degree of richness while sacrificing some slam and detail.
This was done after an afternoon of swapping tubes and hearing how "musical" the
BC3 could become with different tubes. This is not meant to be a criticism of Gilbert
Yeung's choice of tubes, as the Sovteks offer the manufacturer and consumer a solid
all-round performer at an affordable price. The Bugle Boys, on the other hand, are
considerably more expensive ($50 versus $6 each), with a sonic character that may be
valued, depending on one's system or individual taste. In our system, playing our
music, the Bugle Boys took us that much closer to what we perceive as musicality. This
substitution no doubt brings the performance of the two setups closer together, but in
hindsight the E.A.R. is still more laid back and less revealing of source material.

The 834’s treble extension is grain-free and extended, never brittle or spotlit. Cymbals
and such were portrayed in a natural light. Again, details were slightly smeared or
obscured compared to the reference rig, but not to a point where it detracted from the
music. The amp could play loud, with enjoyable punch, dynamics, and pace, and no
perceptible strain or hardening as things got busy. Yes, some congestion did set in, but
hey, it is only 50 watts. Carol is more attuned to this than I am, so that's her perception.
Using her favored cuts and discs, she found it harder to discern individual images
within complex passages with the 834 than with our reference setup. I, on the other
hand, found that cranking the volume on the 834 really got the Charios up and about.
This was especially fun on tracks and discs with crunching guitars and assorted
distortions and rhythms.

The biggest weakness of the 834 lies in its recreation of images within a fully fleshed-
out soundstage. This may be important to you or not, but the E.A.R's portrayal of
somewhat more 2d than 3D images fell behind the speakers in a not-so-deep
soundstage. Width and height are very well presented, but depth is somewhat
flattened compared to our reference setup. I found this not that big of a deal, but Carol
wants the images as palpable as possible and way out in the room. With the E.A.R., you
will find yourself listening at a greater distance, resulting in less excitement and overall
dimension. This is definitely an issue of taste. It's interesting that some people will



make a point of this right away, while others will hardly notice. It all boils down to what
we listen for and what gets our goose a goin'.

We did enjoy our time with the 834. It offers the listener a mouthful of "high-end"
sound, and for a 50-watt amp it can really kick butt.Dave Clark

Eric Shipton and Bill Tillman, two of the world's greatest mountaineers, have said that it
should be possible to plan a good expedition in its entirety on the back of a cocktail
napkin. In mountaineering, keeping the objective in focus supports its achievement.
Yes, details are important, but it’s much more important to deliver on the final
objective. I doubt that either Shipton or Tillman were audiophiles, but if they owned
E.A.R./Yoshino gear ("E.A.R." used to stand for Esoteric Audio Research, but the
company no longer uses that name), I'm sure they'd appreciate the ability of this
equipment to deliver on the big picture.

Plug in the E.A.R. 834 integrated amp, and if you love music, you will instantly have a
believable reproduction of music in your room. Pick it up, and it's solid as a brick. The
834 weighs in at about 60 pounds. Controls have a solid feel. Click from tuner to CD,
and there is a tactile sensation that a solid connection has been made. Connections on
the back of the amp are well laid out. Visually, the 834 is striking—goldish/brassy
volume and selector knobs and a shiny, polished chrome face plate. The amplifier
operated without incident.

Instruments may sound a little less well-delineated with the 834 than with many other
audiophile components. Although most of the detail of "audiophile" gear is present,
the 834 just doesn't throw it at you, or overemphasize it. Music happens more
naturally, instead of in an artificially heightened, cartoonish way. The truth is, many
audiophiles perceive overemphasized detail as real. They want pinpointed instruments,
and the ability to hear every polyp in a singers throat. Some, unabashedly, want detail
presented like needles in their eyes. Thankfully, actual music is very infrequently
delivered that way.

What I want above all else in a component is a natural tonality and timbre–that is, in
part, why I bought an E.A.R. 802 preamp. If a component doesn't convey a real sense
of the resonance of a voice inside a fleshy body, or the weight of a left hand on a
piano, I'm just not interested in the rest of the sound. Audiophile attributes are nifty,
but if the tonality isn't right, the audiophile stuff is like nice headlights on a car without
wheels. The 834 presented timbre in a way that Audio Research, Conrad-Johnson or



any other big name manufacturer would be proud, if not outright jealous of.

The comparison on hand is between the 834 integrated and the E.A.R. 802 preamp
combined with a Classe CA 100 amplifier. The 802 is not currently available, but
retailed for about $5000 when new. My reference combo therefore retails for about
$6500 compared to the 834's $3600. The 802/CA 100 combination was quite similar
in sound to the 834. My reference is just a bit tighter and more extended on the
bottom end. It is also a little less sweet or liquid sounding, from the midrange on up to
the top. I know that my system is held back by the performance of the Classe amp. I've
had the Chord SPM 1200 ($5900) and the Clayton Audio S40 ($2950) in my system
recently, and both amplifiers demonstrated how much more information is presented
and revealed by the 802, but held back by the CA 100. That said, the 802 and the 834
are cut from the same cloth. The 802 is more finely grained than the 834, revealing
information a bit more delicately. Neither is grainy sounding, but comparatively
speaking, the 802 presents small details more clearly than the 834. Both are "liquid"
sounding, which means that sometimes details can be "glossed over." If you are a
detail hound, neither product should be on your audition list.

For instance, on "In the Colosseum" on Tom Waits' album Bone Machine, the main
track is very easy to follow, but there is also background information which sounds like
a CB radio was operating while the track was recorded. The background information is
unintelligible on either the 802 or the 834; however, the former presents the sound
more clearly, without actually sounding any louder. On other preamps, like the Blue
Circle BC3, the background remains unintelligible, but is presented in a more forward
fashion than either the 834 or the 802. The BC3 also presents the information as
louder, which doesn't seem correct, given that the sound appears to be
"environmental" rather than fundamental. In any event, either E.A.R. presentation of
this recording seems more natural and "correct" than the BC3’s.

On the bottom end, the 802 is a bit more extended, although neither will remind you of
the tremendously taut bottom ends of the Kora Eclipse or Blue Circle BC3. Combined
with more powerful amplifiers, the 802 can have a deep, really taut and fast bottom
end. With my reference amplifier, the bottom end isn't terribly deep (at least with my
ATCs—your mileage may vary). However, the Classe's response was a bit deeper than
the 834’s. I'd guess that the 834 won't present the bottom end of music as tautly as
disco lovers or bass freaks will want. It should be noted that my ATCs can have pretty
deep and taut bass with bigger amplifiers. My Classe just doesn't control them, and
the 834 didn't either. With the Chord's 250 watts, the ATC's bottom end was very taut,
and really exciting. It is unfair, therefore, to complain about the bottom end of the 834,
as it was providing only 50 watts to a notoriously inefficient speaker (83 db). In other
words, I wouldn’t draw any conclusions about the bass performance of the 834 from



this review.

In the very important midrange, the EAR 834 is hard to fault. Vocals, whether male or
female, are portrayed with that natural sensation of the resonance of air inside a chest
cavity. Lyle Lovett, Emmylou Harris, Jewel, and Tom Waits all gave personal
performances in my listening room, or at least that's how it felt. Each singer was
delivered with his or her own vocal personalities intact, whether nasal, wispy, bell-like,
or gravelly. The presentation of voices was so wonderful that even if I wished for a
tighter bottom end, or a more "open" top end, I forgot about that stuff and responded
like my non-audiophile friends—I was just bowled over by the sound.

Acoustic instruments, from saxophone to trombone to nylon stringed guitars, were all
well-rendered. In the midrange, and slightly above and below, the E.A.R. 834 is a
wonder. It is a suave and subtle performer. While details may sound muted by
comparison to the BC3, the 834 invited me into the musical experience, as does my
802. Musically, I'm engaged by music filled with soul, and I don't mean James Brown’s
kind of soul. I mean musical performances which invite you into an experience, rather
than music and a sonic presentation which punches you in the nose.

Some listeners like detail up front and personal. Dave and Carol Clark are like that,
which may explain their attraction to the Blue Circle BC3. That preamp, comparatively
speaking, assaulted me with detail. Instead of being up front, the E.A.R. draws you in,
and makes the experience more interactive than reactive. Detail is present, but
requires listening into the performance. This is my cup of tea.

Imaging on the 834 exceeded my reference rig. Performers were presented with a
sense of rootedness that my reference doesn't convey. Images didn't seem to waver
during crescendos, or move based upon volume level. This is a nice, although not
terribly important feature. In my experience, E.A.R. products don't present SHARPLY
defined three-dimensional images. There is clarity and space between instruments,
but listening through E.A.R. equipment, you won't get a sense that you can see the
front and back of a musician playing in your room.

At $3600, the E.A.R. 834 is not cheap. Is it a good value? Maybe. If your speakers
don't require lots of watts, like mine, it could be wonderful. It did compete well with my
$3000-more-expensive rig. You get a lot for the money. So, who should buy one? An
appropriate owner is someone that likes vocals and acoustic instruments, in which
timbre is well and convincingly presented—music that requires a listener's
participation to appreciate. It is not the kind of product for people who want to be
goosed by their stereo, rather than drawn into the experience. Frankly, the E.A.R. 834
may be the amplifier that takes you out of the never-ending upgrade cycle, because
you will have music in your home, not just hi-fi. Larry Cox


