
JE is for je ne sais quoi

On first sight, the JE Audio gear had a certain je ne sais quoi 
about it that attracted me. After months of prolonged 
auditions, I now think I know. Let’s begin with the man 
behind the brand. John Lam, founder and chief 
engineer/designer, is a well-groomed and meticulously 
organized man who always keeps his home and office 
impeccable. Nope, I haven’t met John nor have I ever visited 
his home or office. These are mere assumptions based on his 
website and VL20 and VS70 creations. Audio palm reading 
if you like. For sure he’s the scholarly type as the website 
details: "John received a Ph.D in electrical engineering. 
Before he founded JE Audio, he worked in the semiconductor 
industries for over 11 years in various applications and sales 
& marketing positions. John developed a great interest in 
audio since his early teens. In recent years, his keen interest 
in vacuum tube devices led his design team to develop 
innovative fully balanced tube topologies. The dedication 
from the design team resulted in more than six international 
patents and various recognitions from the audio industry."

When I asked John for a photo, he politely declined. 
Nonetheless he sent me one of his neat and tidy showroom, 
which did confirm part of my earlier notions. The audio 
components in the showroom include an Esoteric X-01 
SACD player, Sony XA777ES SACD player and Sonus 
Faber Amati and KEF REF 205/2 speakers.

If I could hand out a Blue Moon Award merely on the basis 
of visual statements, the VL20 and VS70 duo would have 
snatched one just like that. Only a handful of tube kit these 
days—Nagra, Hovland, Opera and the Luxman CL88/MQ88 
spring to mind—pioneers a bold new look which not only 
defies tradition but defines a unique brand image. For a new 
Hong Kong  player (JE’s inaugural product launched in 
2007), it’s quite unexpected to join this league. Don’t 
pretend looks don’t matter. 

In terms of build quality, the JE Audio components occupy 
the heavy-duty industrial class. Aesthetically, the VL20 line 
preamplifier and VS70 power amplifier adopt a clean 
modernistic approach to chassis design,  a logical evolution 
of their stable-mate VL10 flagship preamplifier reviewed by 
Edgar Kramer. While the replacement VL10.1 retains the 
same straight-faced industrial aluminum alloy chassis with 
sturdy flat panels contrasting with black-anodized corner 
pillars, the VL20 and the VS70 clean up the four corners and 
give the front and side panels a mild slant.

The stylish laser-cut fascia of the preamp gallantly spells out 
Balanced Tube Amplifier. The most striking design feature 
is the square center opening through which the tubes insert 
horizontally. It’s not just open at the top. It’s also bottomless. 
This creates a chimney effect to facilitate heat dissipation. 
You still observe ventilation safety rules as with any tube 
component but this scheme contributes to the preamp’s 
distinctive look and a new kind of tube magic - now you see 
it, now you don’t.

The stainless steel tube protection is secured by two 
screw-mounted brackets which are removable with the cage 
itself. Unlike that of the VL10, the cage removed leaves no 
trace of screws holes or mounting devices. Clean and tidy. 
Inside the opening, tube assignations are clearly marked in 
black silk-screen.

Both VL20 and VS70 have their power rocker on the back 
next to the IEC receptacle for shortest power wiring and 
minimal interference. The front panels are sparsely 
populated – two knobs for the preamp (input and volume), 
one for the power amp (volume). The same tidiness applies 
to the backs. The preamp has four sets of line inputs both 
balanced and unbalanced, with a toggle making the 
selection. Outputs are balanced and unbalanced and may be 
connected simultaneously for bi-amping. Since the balanced 
output yields 3dB more gain, it’s recommended to connect 
that to the LF amp. The power amp also uses a toggle to 
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switch between XLR or RCA inputs. There are two sets of 
binding posts for 8/4 ohms. Both machines measure 160 x 
444 x 387mm HxWxD. The preamp weighs 15kg., the amp 
24kg. Each piece is fitted with three aluminum alloy footers 
bolstered with Sorbothane triplet cushions.

VL20

The JE Audio motto is signal integrity from source to 
amplification, the modus operandi fully balanced. The VL20 
line stage preamplifier employs the simplified version of the 
patented Wideband Unity Balanced Amplifier (WUBA) 
topology pioneered by the flagship VL10 now updated to 
VL10.1. A detailed description of the topology is posted on 
the FAQ/White Paper section of JE Audio's website. In 
essence, WUBA is a multi-triode single-stage as opposed to 
cascading-stage amplifier to reduce phase shift and 
distortion that would require global negative feedback. In 
addition to zero global negative feedback, the JE 
preamplifier eschews load resistors, buffers, followers, 
semiconductors, op-amps and transformers for signal 
amplification to net a 500kHz bandwidth. To improve the 
Common-Mode Rejection Ratio, a wideband Mosfet acts as 
constant input current source and improves accuracy in the 
differential circuit.

What are the key differences between the affordable preamp 
and the flagship version? The VL20 uses two 6H30 dual 
triodes per channel instead of three as the VL10.1. It's 
essentially the same wide-bandwidth differential 
amplification circuit where the first pair of triodes amplifies 
the balanced input signal while the second pair presents the 
active load to lower the output impedance. The flagship is a 
true dual-mono design with two premium-grade R-core 
power transformers and two DC-regulated power supply 
boards with a price of $4,600. With the VL20, you get the 

www.sixmoons.com

2

majority of the more upscale stable mate in a more 
streamlined chassis with one premium-grade R-core power 
transformer and one DC regulated power supply board but 
one extra pair of balanced and unbalanced inputs - for only 
$2,500.

The specs look frightfully similar. So I asked John what 
exactly the flagship was doing with its extra pair of 6H30s 
and if there were other extras I had missed."In the VL20, the 
top triode works as an active load for the bottom triode 
which is also referred to as a differential SRPP 
arrangement. In the VL10.1, the top triode again works as an 
active load. But if you look at the second and bottom triode 
together, they form the classic cascode amplifier with wide 
bandwidth and high linearity. With the top triode working as 
active load, the WUBA circuit offers low output impedance, 
wide bandwidth and high linearity all in a single stage. 
These are all desirable features for a preamplifier. If you 
want to know more, refer to US patent 7,482,867."

So there you are. The VL20 is a differential SRPP. There 
have been many successful implementations of shunt 
regulated push/pull circuits including Leben's RE100 
preamp and the Audio Space Pre-2. SRPP circuits are 
renowned for wide frequency response, high S/N ratios, 
superb EMI rejection, negligible phase shift and very low 
output impedance that can drive electrostatic speakers. A 
balanced SRPP was something to look forward to. When I 
asked John if the VL10.1 'cheated' with higher-grade parts, 
he assured me that they are "pretty much the same grade". I 
could see Rubycon, BHA and M-Cap Supreme silver/oil 
capacitors. 

As to the gateway into the preamp, the volume control of the 
VL20 is identical to that of the VL10.1 - a balanced shunt 
type around the popular Alps Blue Velvet 50K A-logarithm 
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Block diagram of a conventional single-ended line 
amplifier with cascading three amplifier stages and  
global negative feedback.

Block diagram of the VL20 showing one channel 
employing two 6H30 dual triodes equivalent to four 
triodes in a single gain stage amplification.
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pot not connected in traditional fashion. In a single-ended 
preamp with shunt volume as in the classic Audio Note 
designs, a fixed resistor becomes the series element of the 
voltage divider and the logarithm pot the variable resistor for 
the shunt part. The JE Audio balanced shunt type volume 
control simplifies this since no ground connection is needed. 
The signal does not pass through the control which functions 
merely as attenuator and won't affect sound quality with 
deterioration over the years. (My Symphonic Line RG3 
MKIII preamp featuring Alps pots for volume and balance 
had to have them either replaced or dismantled and sprayed 
with contact cleaner.) 

VS70

As the affordable stereo power amplifier modeling the 
flagship VM60 monos at half their price, the VS70 utilizes 
the same patented Dual Balanced Feedback Topology 
(DBFT) which claims to deliver improved linearity for 
high-current amplification. The proprietary output 
transformer's primary caters to ultra-linear mode, the 
secondary winding to fully balanced configuration. Two 
KT77 per channel yield no less than 35 watts into 4 or 8 
ohms. Equipped with the same balanced shunt-type volume 
control as the VL10.1 and VL20, the VS70 can be operated 
as an integrated amplifier. Although designed to accept 
balanced or unbalanced inputs, only one type should be 
connected with the corresponding setting of the 
BAL/UNBAL toggle. (Likewise the VL20. Each input 
accepts either BAL or UNBAL and under no circumstances 
are both to be connected to the same line input.) A wrong 
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setting of the toggle will still produce sound but may harm 
the source component. More on that in a later SideBar. 

Dual Balanced Feedback Topology according to JE Audio: 
"Fully balanced operation is achieved by employing the 
DBFT as shown below. The +/- signals are first fed to the 
input stage formed by 2 x 12AX7/ECC83 double triodes. The 
first stage thus consists of four small signal triodes in two 
bottles. They are configured such that the first stage 
amplifies the input signals as well as two pairs of feedback 
loops.”

"The second stage is formed by 1 x 6DJ8/ECC88 to amplify 
the first-stage signals and provide low output impedance to 
the 2xKT77 output stage and balanced output transformer. 
The feedback signals are taken in pairs to maintain accurate 
balance. The first feedback loop is taken from the outputs of 
the second stage. A small amount of feedback is applied to 
improve the bandwidth, distortion and output impedance of 
the combined first two stages and set gain. A second 
feedback loop with low applied feedback is taken from the 
transformer outputs to again improve bandwidth, distortion 
and output impedance of the overall amplifier.”

The power supply and filtering circuits are loaded with 
audiophile-grade components including a low-noise/high- 
efficiency Japanese R-core power transformer, a C-core 
filter choke, premium filterr and copper-foil/oil signal 
coupling caps. The proprietary output transformer is made 
with US-imported M6 grain-oriented steel.

 

 

VL10.1 - $4600 VL20 - $2500

Circuit design: Wideband Unity Balanced Amplifier Wideband Unity Balanced Amplifier

Tubes: 6 x 6H30 4 x 6H30

THD : < 0.05% (@ 2V/100kΩ load) < 0.08% (@ 2V/100kΩ load)

Max output: 40V (@ 100kΩ load) 40V (@ 100kΩ load)

Gain: 15dB 14dB

Bandwidth: 10Hz-500kHz +0/-3dB, volume bypassed 10Hz-500kHz +0/-3dB, volume bypassed

Input impedance: > 47kΩ/94kΩ for RCA/XLR > 47kΩ/94kΩ for RCA/XLR

Output impedance: 1.1kΩ per phase 1.1kΩ per phase

Power consumption: 90W 68W

Dimensions: 150 x 445 x 395mm HxWxD 160 x 444 x 387mm HxWxD

Weight: 14kg 15kg
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Specs include THD of below 0.2% at 10 watts, less than 1% 
at full output. Input sensitivity is 1.1V, input impedance 
47/94K on RCA/XLR respectively. S/N ration is better than 
85dB on the balanced input, power consumption 250 watts.

JE Audio does not encourage swapping their small signal 
tubes. Those were factory tested and matched to offer best 
performance in the positions delivered. "For the 12AX7, we 
recommend only our own replacement because we 
direct-couple them to minimize phase shift and enhance LF 
performance. The first 12AX7 is critical to setting up the 
operating voltages for the second 12AX7 and 6DJ8. We 
select the best tubes after at least 50 hours of burn-in and 
extensive testing." There should be no issues with NOS 
12AX7 and 6DJ8/ECC88 tubes. (Late-breaking update: JE 
Audio has a newly patented circuit to render most tubes 
compatible in their balanced circuit.) As for the VL20, "it is 
not recommended to swap any 6H30. The two 6H30 in each 
channel have been tested such that they work best in their 
current positions in terms of noise level and operating 
voltages."

The only really swappable tubes on the VS70 are the power 
bottles. In addition to KT77, you may use EL34 or 6CA7. 
Since they operate in fixed bias, adjustments are 
recommended every 3 to 4 months. The necessary pots and 
indicator LED are located at the bottom. Stand the amp on its 
side (level with a wedge or paper stack), turn down the 
volume all the way, connect the speakers but no source, 
warm up for 20 minutes. Switch to select the appropriate 
tubes and use a screw driver to adjust the bias current until 
the red LED lights up. 
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The stock power tubes are Gold Lion Genalex KT77. This 
Russian reissue has also gained the trust of other tube amp 
manufacturers. When Jadis and Rogue Audio fit Genalex in 
their current line-ups—the Jadis JA80 with KT88, Rogue
Audio's Stereo 90 Super Magnum with KT88 and Atlas 
Magnum with KT7—you know the Russians did something 
right. My personal experiences were jaw-dropping good 
when I fitted their KT77 and KT88 to the JohnBlue LT66 
monos. Just to confirm our mutual taste in power tubes, I 
asked John what had him opt for Genalex. "I have tried EL34 
from SED, Electro Harmonic, reissued Mullard, reissued 
Tung Sol and reissued Gold Lion KT77. Generally speaking, 
the GL KT77 sounds a little warmer and has better bass than 
the EL34. We like the overall performance of our VS70 with 
the GL KT77. All JE stock tubes are burned in for at least 50 
hours before being tested for electrical characteristics and 
good matching."

Run in and dig in

It seemed to take the JE Audio duo quite some time to get on 
song. At first I had them operating side by side with my 
Symphonic Line system. Whether I had them on the Apogee 
Centaur Minor or Mark & Daniel Diamond, the duo sounded 
comparatively thin and bright. Worse, the Symphonic Line 
delivered more tube warmth and euphonic charisma which is 
exactly what made the Germans famous. When my friend 
brought over his fresh out-of-the-box Opera Callas SP 
floorstanders, we were very disappointed by the lack of 
synergy or more precisely the lack of bass and musical 
substance. Apparently both speakers and electronics needed 
more time. As usual, I had the amps in the basement to 
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Block diagram of VS70 balanced power amplifier with Dual Balanced Feedback Topology (DBFT).
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mature, playing a few CDs every day while driving the not so 
amp-friendly Dynaudio Facette. Meanwhile I took the 
opportunity to dig deeper into the JE design philosophy. 

The more I scrolled through the site, the more I was 
impressed by John’s rational disciplined mind. I particularly 
enjoyed his White Paper on Vacuum Tube Balanced Power 
Amplifiers. The well-articulated document enriched with 
simple block diagrams takes us through the theories behind 
single-ended input/output power amplifiers, single-ended 
input/push-pull output power amps and eventually JE 
Audio’s patented fully balanced circuit. It's a most succinctly 
written paper that explains the pros and cons of various 
circuits plus the merits of receiving versus transmitting type 
power triodes, beam power tetrodes and pentodes. The 
critical argument is the part covering push-pull amplifiers 
with phase inverters and why and how JE Audio's own 
differential amplifier with dual balanced feedback is 
believed to be the best solution.

Once a tube power amp sacrifices the simplicity of a 
single-ended circuit and goes after the higher output of 
push-pull, the designer must implement a perfect phase 
splitter. To summarize John’s argument, it is much easier to 
build an accurate differential amplifier than accurate phase 
splitter. Feedback improves the linearity, noise and 
distortion performance while bandwidth is extended. The 
patented DBFT arrangements runs two pairs of feedback 
loops. Two are better than one because the first pair connects 
between the input and second stage, the second pair to the 
output transformer for a small amount of global feedback. 
Each loop only applies a small amount of feedback to easily 
control the amp's overall stability.

It’s no secret that die-hard single-ended triode fans do not 
subscribe to the idea of a balanced amplifier, never mind 
twin NFB loops. Many friends shrug off true XLR 
connections by saying they are for studio applications with 
long wiring. For home audio they believe them to be mere 
gimmicks. Being a scientific man with a passion for audio, 
John never hid his appreciation for SETs. "Since the triodes 
in the input and output stages are operated in class A, they 
amplify the complete positive and negative signal cycles and 
are characterized by the dominant second order harmonic. 
Balanced operation effectively cancels electromagnetic 
noise picked up by cables. With the additional enhanced 
linearity of our wideband balanced topology, the sonic result 
is improved sound quality with three-dimensional images in 
a natural acoustic landscape. Single-ended input signal also 
benefits from balanced operation since all incoming signal is 
automatically converted and processed dual differential."
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As I planned to audition the VL20 and VS70 both balanced 
and unbalanced—mix and match—I requested a private 
tutorial from John Lam. To avoid digressing, the summary of 
my questions and John’s answers has been moved into a 
separate SideBar.

The Silver Dream comes true 

John stressed more than once how important good XLR 
interconnects are to the ultimate performance of his amps. I 
simply don’t have many in my stable. Apart from the 
low-priced Audioquest Ruby x3 HyperLitz and Digiflex 
Tourflex N3-XX, the best of the lot is the Goertz Triode 
Quartz TQ2 Silver of which I only have one 0.5m pair. I 
noticed our NewsRoom Artisan Silver Cables post and asked 
for a loan of two 1-meter pairs of XLR cables to facilitate my 
review. Alister Staniland generously accommodated me. He 
could have declined on the basis of Chris Redmond’s then 
pending report. While a second opinion isn't intended, I’m in 
total agreement with Chris that "...from top to bottom, 
everything improves compared to copper conductors without 
drawbacks… moving from copper to silver is like upgrading 
a camera lens to one with a finer-grade polished glass. You 
don't simply see more detail, you see more light, more 
contrast and shades between light and dark and you get 
more sense of depth."

The Goertz TQ2 Silver gave me that feeling when I upgraded 
from Audioquest Ruby connecting the Restek Sector preamp 
and Sim Audio Celeste W-4070 power amp, a transistor 
system. I had better silver-cable results matching tube amps, 
never with the balanced variety however. For many years, 
the reference interconnect for my tube gear has been the 
Canadian Luscombe LBR35 RCA handcrafted by violin 
maker Lief Luscombe. They are unshielded unbraided 
solid-core silver with three strands for +, five for –, with each 
individually insulated by a Teflon/air dielectric. These are 
very thin cables whose three + strands add up to merely 20 
gauge. Silver content is 99.9%, termination by Eichmann 
Silver Bullet. Compared to my more expensive silver-plated 
copper leads like Clearaudio Silverline, Symphonic Line 
Reference NF and Deltec Black Slink—all shielded by the 
way—the Luscombe LBR-35 exhibits the same if not better 
holographic imaging and airy spaciousness. EMI/RFI noise 
is non-existent. Tonal balance is as good as with the other 
cables. I get natural treble and midrange without sacrificing 
the bottom octave. So much for thin silver cables not 
delivering bass. I'd been using them since 2005 but Mr. 
Luscombe is now busy making violins and has no more time 
for audio cables. 
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Back to Artisan's Silver Dream. The four conductors (two for 
ground, one for + and – respectively) look as transparent as 
they sound. One sees right through the loosely fitted braided 
Teflon insulation onto the 99.99% high-purity slow-drawn 
solid silver. The conductors are thicker than Luscombe’s but 
at 0.4mm still thin. The braiding is purposely loose to 
optimize EMI/RFI noise rejection. Terminations are 
silver-soldered Neutrik plugs with silver contacts.

I had a 1m/pr XLR linking the Restek Radiant CD player and 
VL20 preamp, the other cable the preamp and power amp. 
After more than 100 hours, the Artisan demonstrated 
supremacy over all my other XLR cables in balancing 
timbral richness and textural details in strings, woodwind 
and brass; liveliness and bounciness in percussion; 
three-dimensional imaging, realism and immediacy with 
orchestral works large or chamber; and vocal realism in solo 
or choral works with natural acoustic ambience surrounding 
the voices. I ended up with an unpretentious suaveness of 
presentation without overworking or undermining a single 
sonic attribute. I believed this would synergize perfectly with 
the design philosophy of JE Audio. 

When everything jells, it rings my bell 

When I returned to the basement, it was early February, eight 
months after the gear's arrival. I was shocked. The Dynaudio 
Facette had transformed into something larger than the 
impression I always had of this slender two-way 
floorstander. It sounded like a full-size three-way with 
full-throttle power and highly descriptive information. When 
I checked with John to see if he had similar experiences with 
silver cables, he wanted to ship me a new VL20 with a minor 
output capacitor modification that he believed made a major 
improvement.

"The new VL20 sounds a little more transparent and 
resolved. The Artisan Silver Cables should be a very good 
match." So another VL20 arrived after a factory run-in of 
about 90 hours. That gave me another excuse to procrastinate 
and run the preamp for another month or two. I also noticed 
one minor cosmetic modification to the soft-start indicator 
LED on the front panel. By popular demand, it had been 
changed from amber/green to red/blue. Apart from that 
subtle incongruousness, the preamp and power amp were in 
perfect harmony. (Present shipments will be consistent and 
fitted with red/blue LEDs for both VL20 and VS70.) 

Auditions were conducted with the following objectives and 
parameters:
(1)  To gauge the sonic disparity between balanced push-pull
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and single-ended beam tetrode mode by comparing the JE 
Audio VL20 + VS70 combo with my Audio Zone Pre-T1 
passive preamp + JohnBlue TL66 both driving the Dynaudio 
Facette. Analog source was a Denon DP-59L fitted with 
Denon DL-302 moving coil cartridge and Ensemble 
PhonoMaster phonostage preamp. Digital source was a 
Restek Radiant CD player featuring both XLR and RCA 
outputs. 

(2) To access JE’s compatibility with solid-state 
amplification by alternating tube preamp/transistor power 
amp (VL20 + NuForce Reference 9SEV2) and transistor 
preamp/tube power amp (NuForce P9 + VL70) with 
balanced connections throughout except for the NuForce P9 
accepting only RCA sources. Loudspeakers remained the 
Dynaudio Facette, my reference partner for the NuForce 
power amp.

(3) To compare the JE Audio duo with my reference 
transistor pre/power duo of Symphonic Line RG3 MkIII and 
RG4 MKIII by rotating both systems to drive my Apogee 
Centaur Minor and Mark & Daniel Diamond. Digital sources 
were the Restek Radiant with and without Assemblage 
D2D-1/DAC-3 SE. Balanced connections were consistent 
from source to preamp to power amp for JE Audio, 
unbalanced for Symphonic Line. 

Whenever balanced connections were possible, one pair of 
1m Artisan Silver Dream XLR linked up digital source and 
preamp, which was then hooked up to the power amp with 
the other pair. When a source permitted only RCA 
connection, a 1m Luscombe LBR-35 connected the digital, a 
0.8m Clearaudio the analogue source. Unbalanced 
connections between other preamps and power amps 
included Dared 1.5m OFC copper interconnects (Audio 
Zone and JohnBlue) and 4m Monster Cable Interlink 400 
MkII (Symphonic Line). OCOS was the official speaker 
cables throughout. 

Balanced push-pull vs. single-ended beam tetrode

On the whole my LP setup saw little synergy with JE Audio. 
The Speakers Corner state-of-the-art reissue of the legendary 
Mercury album of Stravinsky’s Fire Bird/Petrushka/Rite of 
Spring somehow lost dynamic colors and holographic 
realism by a quite noticeable margin. Piano solo and 
chamber music were not penalized and maintained 
well-articulated finesse although I would have wished for 
more body in the lower midrange and bass. The biggest 
disappointment was the Tacet all-tube analog recording of 
Beethoven’s Pastoral Symphony [Tacet L984] beautifully 
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performed with a refreshingly upbeat tempo and interactive 
alertness of a chamber ensemble. There was exceptional 
soundstage depth but not the high-definition instrumental 
localization I expected. The woodwind fortissimos in the 
swiftly played third movement overshadowed the strings, a 
pity because the woodwinds had been exquisitely 
harmonized in the two preceding movements. The last 
movement had the best balance in terms of sections and 
natural ambience. Bass was still shy and the bottom range of 
the Facette sounded more like 55 than 40Hz. Definition 
continued to trouble me as we hit the "Storm" movement 
where the timpani were blurred.  

Bass improved significantly with the single-ended JohnBlue 
TL66 by yielding more full-bodied lower strings. Brass 
instruments were more polished but still able to project 
through the heavy "Storm". Timpani were solid and focused 
with good balance between punch and decay. Overall 
definition was better without betraying valve bloom. The 
soundstage was wider but not as deep as with JE Audio. That 
more or less deterred me from using LP for further auditions. 
It should be stressed that I was confined to my humble vinyl 
system. More high-end collaborations enhanced by a 
balanced phonostage might have turned the tables.

That happened when I switched to a digital source with 
balanced outputs. Well, almost - depending on what pleases 
you. The Restek Radiant CD player featuring the legendary 
single-crown Philips TDA1541A-S1 16-bit 4 x 
oversampling DAC with Restek's proprietary all-component 
noise-shaping and filtering circuitry could well be the 
impartial arbiter for this final showdown with its balanced 
out connected to JE Audio through Artisan Silver Dream and 
unbalanced out to Audio Zone Pre-T1 + JohnBlue TL66 
through Luscombe LBR-35. Apparently the TL66’s 6.2wpc 
were pathetically underpowered compared to JE Audio’s 
35wpc especially when they took turns driving the Dynaudio 
Facette. Not only large orchestral pieces mercilessly exposed 
the unjust handicap. Even piano solo started to show clipping 
at climaxes if pushed. I decided to remedy my unwarranted 
prearrangement by pairing up the TL66 with its proven 
musical soul mate, the Loth-X BS-1, two per channel stacked 
in a D’Appolito array. 

When both systems put their best foot forward, I naturally 
fell for them both. The difference was clear but as a devout 
anti-audiophile with an eclectic taste for audio equipment, I 
could never declare a preference. They both presented 
symphonic and massive choral works with riveting 
performances in terms of musicality and immediacy. It was 
the bigger picture of musical presence that pulled me away

www.sixmoons.com

from nitty-gritty sonic attributes. That invoked my 
anti-audiophile tendencies. I began to sense some absurdity 
fulfilling my reviewer's duty trying to split hairs finding 
dissimilarities. Those were so much smaller than the 
unifying similarity of musical involvement. All roads lead to 
Rome had never been so true. 

Nevertheless, duty had to be fulfilled. Let me use two 
recordings. Appalachia Waltz [Sony Classical SK68460] is a 
soulful collaboration between Mark O’Connor 
(violin/mandolin), Yo-Yo Ma (cello) and Edgar Meyer 
(bass/piano) that immerses you in the milieu of old-fashion 
American fiddle music. In contrast, Swedish pianist Roland 
Pöntinen’s virtuoso Russian piano music [BIS CD-276] is a 
youthful daring performance with staggering sonic dynamics 
recorded way back in 1984 but never outdated. 

The single-ended beam tetrode was devoted to praising 
strings and singing Gloria in Excelsis. Violin and cello jived 
in a golden late afternoon sun. Solo bass crooned like Tuvan 
throat singers in the entrancing "Mama" but plucked like a 
bouncing rubber ball in the good-humored "Pickles". Not 
just the strings had received a favorable treatment. I wasn’t 
sure whether the piano was a period instrument but it 
resonated with a nostalgic Texas feel in "First Impression".
The mandolin in "Butterfly’s Day Out" radiated with 
crystalline flutterings and natural timbre to contrast the 
bottomless elasticity of the bass. Imaging was effortless and 
relaxed. It presented the group as a refined collaborative 
effort rather than drawing my attention to look for 
individuals.

The balanced push-pull by comparison presented a more 
meticulously rendered three-dimensional soundscape with 
expansive width and depth. (Depth was definitely much 
deeper than the JB TL66.) It almost had studio precision. The 
bass was tightly defined while retaining the deep throaty 
singing style. Pizzicatos were cleaner and tailed off with 
shorter resonance. Instrumentations were finely localized 
with minimal but natural overlap. Valve bloom was well 
contained within the realm of musical involvement. The 
rational circuit design did not undermine sensibility. Musical 
presentation was nonetheless emotional and touching 
without filtering out that golden afternoon sun or watering 
down the nostalgic Texas airs. When the music has 
something intrinsic of itself, no audio equipment can really 
take it away nor make it up if it ain't there in the first place.

Roland Pöntinen is a pianist of many faces and he has turned 
his Bösendorfer 275 into beauty and beast. The JE Audio 
duo helped to paint colorful tone pictures in Stravinsky’s 
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Petrushka with layers of intertwining melodic lines and 
accurate weighting of constituent notes within the complex 
chords. The ferocious Toccatas by Prokofiev and 
Khatchaturian shimmered and dazzled with contrasting 
percussive notes that matched the delicateness and exactness 
of pointillist art. The fast attacks and repeat flurries were 
inexhaustible spurts of energy that pierced through the air 
free of drag. The JB TL66 did not excel at the same 
scrupulous intensity with Stravinsky, Prokofiev or 
Khatchaturian but made up with exuberant ambience in 
Rachmaninov and Scriabin. With a more introspective 
repertoire, the single-ended beam tetrode would please the 
valve devotees but the balanced push-pull option was not an 
ambience vacuum, just more purified and perhaps somewhat 
dehumidified. 

Tube preamp + SS power amp vs. SS preamp + 
tube power amp

When JE Audio's VL20 replaced the Audio Zone Pre T-1 
passive preamp and fed signal through XLR cables to the 
NuForce Reference 9SEV2, dynamics both macro and micro 
made a great leap forward. Yet the biggest improvement was 
added warmth that transcended into sweetness on vocals, 
vibrancy in symphonic works and realism in chamber and
solo instrumentals. (CDs included Songs of Rossini 
[Arabesque Z6623], Schubert’s 'The Great' Symphony 
[Tudor 7144] and Alberto Williams’ Music for Piano 
[Marco Polo 8.223799].) The VL20 did this impeccably and 
never flooded the soundstage with valve bloom. Everything 
was proportionate and well poised without overt coloration. 
The tube preamp did a good beautifying job of honing and 
polishing the NuForce high-rez perspective without 
compromising realism but rather enriching it from within. 
That was the major difference with some tube preamps 
which force excessive valve bloom onto solid-state amps and 
sound like add-ons. 

It was surprising that the physically bigger preamp projected 
a more concise sonic image of solo piano. With the Audio 
Zone passive preamp, the piano was in a huge concert hall 
whereas the VL20 consolidated the image into a café or 
small dance hall atmosphere that added more Argentine 
verismo to the Milongas by Alberto Williams. Then it 
opened up with huge orchestral works like 'The Great' 
Symphony where the spacious soundstage was generously 
filled with detail front to back with a good sense of distance 
and perspective. The balanced preamp somehow aroused 
more emotional attachment with the Schubert. Was it 
harmonious richness and majestic grandeur or simply 
Jonathan Nott’s insightful reading? I started to wonder if the 
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so-called neutrality of the passive preamp was too rationed 
for switching amps. Likewise the beautiful Rossini duet "La 
Pesca" sung by Arleen Auger and Jennifer Larmore had the 
VL-20 elicit natural tonal coherence that made the two 
voices melt into one and was just as mesmerizing as Delibes’ 
Flower Duet, although it remained discernible that the 
soprano was standing to the right of the mezzo.

The combined force of balanced tube preamp and 
high-power switching amp confirmed a dream partnership of 
remarkable ability to articulate without losing sight of 
musicality. The ultimate test was to bring in some 
Nibelungen firepower. My top choice of the Ring Cycle has 
to be the epic Decca release by Solti/Vienna Philharmonic 
that first began in 1959. Instead of going through the 14 CDs 
picking tracks, I have the Highlights twofer[Decca 466 
261-2] to facilitate such auditions. The full course of 
Wagnerian melodrama included "The Ride of the 
Valkyries", "Entry of the Giants", "Entry of the Gods into 
Valhalla", "Magic Fire Music", "Forging Scene", "Siegfried 
and the Dragon" and "Siegfried’s Rhine Journey" - all on two 
CDs. I confess that none of my previous system attempts 
could match this partnership for minutiae and magnitude. 
Both KingRex PREference + JohnBlue TL66 and JE VL20 + 
VS70 showed compromised resolution and slightly blurred
imaging in the most challenging orchestral tutti. The Audio 
Zone + NuForce combo did not sustain the firepower.

Changing partners sometimes ends up in tying a knot. In the 
case of the NuForce P9 + VL70 proposal, that was a dead 
knot. I immediately felt let down in tonality which turned 
lackluster. The sweetness was gone. It was surprising that 
valve bloom was less evident because I’d have anticipated 
the reverse. High-pitched vocals were a shade brighter but 
sadly did not translate into more clarity. The orchestral 
layout in Schubert’s "The Great" lost focus. The energy was 
more a show of brute force in The Ring. Soundstage was 
narrower, deeper but pushed back and compressed. This was 
an unfortunate mismatch that once again proved the 
importance of synergy rather than any incompetence on the 
part of individual components.   

Balanced tube system vs. unbalanced transistors

Symphonic Line amplifiers are mostly solid-state designs 
but among fans enjoy a reputation of sounding as warm as 
tubes (the rub-off effect of their flagship tube preamp 
Erleuchtung perhaps). As a contented user for many years 
having upgraded from RG3/RG4 MkII to MkIII, that’s 
precisely the reason for my loyalty. Anyhow, putting them to 
the test against a tube system with ultra-low noise and high 
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resolution that had already put a lot of solid-state amps to 
shame would be interesting. First I let the JE Audio 
challengers take center stage. 

Aided by the Apogee Centaur Minor, they carved out a 
holographic sonic image with Rodrigo’s Concierto de 
Aranjeuz [Mercury 434 369-2]. Full frequency expansion 
was augmented by tonal balance and rich timbre – 
everything one could have asked for in this colorful 
masterpiece. Ditto for Tchaikovsky’s Manfred Symphony 
[Naxos 8.570568] although here the colors were largely 
overshadowed by the desolate hue of Byron’s tragic plot. Yet 
in the second movement portraying Byron’s journey through 
the Alps, the solacing second theme not only brimmed with 
sonic rainbow colors but also evoked an emotional 
appreciation of nature's beauty. 

I was magnetized and kept feeding CDs into the Restek 
player. The latest release of Gershwin’s Rhapsody in Blue by 
Thibaudet/Alsop/Baltimore SO [Decca 478 2189] brought 
the pianist and the big band to life with a soundstage that 
extended beyond my three walls. Piano tone was pearly, 
leaps and attacks were ferocious and the caressing arpeggios 
sensuous. Éduoard Lalo’s grand ballet Namouna [ASV CD 
DCA 878] was another hard-to-crack orchestral monster that
prompts me to call the composer the French Wagner but 
again the JE Audio delivered with hardly a fault. Only here 
did I realize that the paired Mark & Daniel subwoofers were 
not powered on even though I had their power cords plugged 
in and intended to audition with them fearing that the JE 
Audio would be marginally bass shy facing the Symphonic 
Line powerhouse. My fear was entirely unjustified. 

So I turned to the lighter side. Soprano Julianne Baird and 
lutenist Ronn McFarlane revealed the pithy of English Lute 
Songs [Dorian DOR 90126] with grace and lyricism while 
the JE Audio duo complimented them with charm and a 
candid balance between the expressive vocal vibratos and 
the intricate fret work. The musical atmosphere could best be 
described as clean, pure, with the right degree of airiness and 
not gravitating towards bloated resonance.

With the English Lute Songs still spinning, I swapped in the 
Symphonic Line. Immediately there were enriched 
harmonics. Decays lingered longer. There was more air 
around voice and sound box of the lute. In a blind test, I 
would have pegged this as the valve amp system. The 
saxophones and wa-wa trumpets of Rhapsody in Blue also 
had a more bluish hue. But I definitely preferred JE Audio 
for the more holographic instrumental localization within the  
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much deeper soundstage. JE also maintained a better 
proportion of the piano where the Symphonic Line slightly 
inflated the piano during loud passages. Increasing volume 
without increasing image size has always been one of the 
biggest challenges for tube audio amplification. The JE 
Audio’s patented circuits paid off handsomely.

I wouldn’t be surprised if some tube aficionados associated 
the Symphonic Line’s warmth with musicality. I myself have 
done so for years. But a revelation dawned at long last. Of all 
the tube amps that stood next to the Symphonic Line in years 
past, none had me realize that co-existence of definition and 
musicality was attainable and admirable. Lalo’s Namouna 
was infectiously warm, piano was meatier and fuller with the 
Symphonic Line and I’d never have doubted it until I heard 
JE Audio’s more precise focused imaging, faster transient 
speed, snappier punch and tighter bass especially with the 
Assemblage D2D/DAC's 24/96 upsampling. I had to sit back 
and think. The refined definition was not alienating 
musicality but collaborating to take music reproduction—or 
rather musical enjoyment—to the next level.

In case my clumsy expressions get in the way, two of my 
fellow writers have articulated the same notion earlier. Joël 
Chevassus in Fragile Souls III: "Alas, many audiophiles 
have utterly distorted the notion of a valid musical reference 
by what they call "musicality". To many forum posters, 
musicality seems to be the opposite of a "precise and 
detailed reproduction of music". It seems strange to think 
that one should simplify the dimension of sound to preserve 
the musical essence. Some people — originally 
manufacturers and advertisers—have used this concept of 
musicality to justify the poor technical performances of their 
products."

Chris Redmond in Artisan Silver Dream: "It's important to 
note that increasing resolution should not result in a more 
analytical sound. When resolution increases across the 
board, bass becomes more defined and gains more character 
to add a more musical foundation. The quality of bass also 
impacts ambience and acoustics, which in turn impact 
soundstaging which affects depth and ultimately realism." 
Realism. That’s exactly what JE Audio designed for. 

Juxtaposing everything to scale

Handicapped by my restricted arsenal, I formed an 
assessment of JE Audio's potential and touched upon some 
issues that may concern those in the market for a tube system 
or who are considering mixing tubes with transistors.
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Without going into details, let me summarize my findings of 
mixing JE Audio with Symphonic Line and other related 
auditions in scaled form and bullet points. The following 
scales are based on the notion that we accept musicality and 
definition as dual-pronged attributes which work hand in 
hand instead of sliding on a polarized scale. On the scale of 
1 to 10, 5 is passable, 7 is good, 8 is very good and 9 is 
excellent.

The VL20 consistently showed high potential pairing up 
with solid-state amps, first the NuForce Reference 9SEV2, 
then the Symphonic Line RG4. High-power transistor amps 
of course broaden your choice of loudspeakers. Conversely, 
matching the VS70 to solid-state preamps should be done 
with caution. As my two experiments showed, the wrong 
contender may undermine the sonic virtues of the VS70. The 
Symphonic Line duo proved to be the perfect match for both 
Apogee Centaur Minor and Mark & Daniel Diamond. The 
JE Audio duo and Apogee complemented each other 
perfectly but the M&D Diamond proved the wrong match. 
High frequencies became too hot and overexposed. In 
addition to low efficiency 4-ohm speakers like Apogee 
Centaur Minor and Dynaudio Facette, other good matches 
for the JE Audio duo included the Loth-X BS-1 and Klipsch 
Synergy F2, both being high-efficiency 8-ohm speakers. 
However, I personally felt that the JE Audio's potential was 
not fully tapped by these entry-level models.

Conclusion

JE is for jealous competition. JE Audio has placed itself in 
an enviable position of redefining tube amplification with 
attention to finer inner details that put most solid-state amps 
to shame. At the same time their ability to conjure up 
palpable musical realism leaves traditional tube amps in the 
cold. They form a bridge that crosses two worlds separated
for decades. This is a thorny road for a valve amp 
manufacturer to take. The bulk of tube aficionados don’t 
normally look for these qualities in tube amps and rather 
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burn this bridge for good. But that doesn’t mean minds can't 
be opened. Heads are already turned. The unorthodox 
chassis design of JE Audio is an eye opener - or even eye 
candy as it is for yours truly. 

Sonically, JE Audio is not alone. I can recall two tube amp 
manufacturers that have been treading the same path. I didn’t 
have the luxury of actually comparing them with JE Audio 
but only listened to these amps separately in their Hong 
Kong showrooms years ago. Their dedication to realism 
through high definition was hard to forget and left a lasting 
impression. The first was a Rogue Audio R99 preamp with 
M150 monoblocks used in a Guangzhou recording studio as 
monitoring system. The second was the Octave V80 
integrated amp, which rightfully garnered the Blue Moon 
Award for "Tubes done right for transistor fans" from our 
publisher. Although these amps are featured with XLR 
sockets, none of them is truly balanced. The JE Audio duo is, 
from head to toe - and it sells at a fraction of their prices. 
Hats off then to John Lam, designer and founder of JE 
Audio. He wins a well-deserved Blue Moon Award for his 
VL20 and VS70 balanced valve machines that should make 
both tube and transistor competitors jealous.

Manufacturer’s comment
 
I would like to thank David Kan for his thorough review. It 
has been quite a long time since I shipped him the amps. 
When David was about to complete his reviews, he was 
caught up by a number of urgent assignments. However, 
these did not prevent him from asking many technical 
questions related to our product design. After the last 
question, only a few days would pass until I'd receive 
another email for one more last question. If I remember 
correctly, this situation went on for a few months. But I must 
say this also helped me a lot as it reinforced my 
understanding of design fundamentals. - John Lam, JE 
Audio 

Preamp + power amp Musicality  Definition Total

JE VL20 + VS70 8.5 9 17.5

SL RG3 + RG4 9 7 16

JE VL20 + SL RG4 8 8.5 16.5

SL RG3 + JE VS70 8 7.5 15.5
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Associated Equipment

Analogue Source Denon DP-59L, Denon DL-302, Ensemble PhonoMaster

Digital Sources Marantz SA8260, Deltec PDM Two DAC, Restek Radiant, Assemblage D2D-
1/DAC-3.1 Platinum

Preamps Symphonic Line RG3 MkIII, NuForce P9, Audio Zone PRE-T1, KingRex
PREference

Power Amps NuForce Ref 9 V2 SE, Symphonic Line RG4 MKIII, JohnBlue TL66

Speakers Dynaudio Facette, Apogee Centaur Minor, Mark & Daniel Diamond, Klipsch
Synergy F2, Loth-X BS-1

Subwoofers Yamaha YST-SW80, Mark & Daniel Maximus-Subwoofer

Cables
Clearaudio Silver Line interconnect, Deltec Black Slink interconnect,
Luscombe LBR-35 interconnect, Artisan Silver Dream [in for review], OCOS
speaker cables by Dynaudio, Aural Symphonic Digital Standard digital cable

Power Cords Aural Symphonic Missing Link, Ensemble Powerflux, Symphonic Line

Power Line
Conditioning

Tice Power Block IIIC, Monster Power HTS-3500 Mk II (modified by NuForce),
Monster Power HTS-1000 Mk II

Room Size

15’ x 13.5’ x 7’/8’ diagonal setup, carpeted concrete slab floor, suspended
ceiling and all walls finished with drywall (basement with small window on one
side, which is concrete foundation wall with insulation) / 12' x 24' x 9' opens to
12' x 17' x 9' L-shape, short wall setup, suspended hardwood floor, suspended
ceiling and all walls finished with drywall, external wall finished with insulation
inside and concrete on the outside.

Review
component retail

$2,500 VL20, $ 2,650 VS70 (the flagship models retail at $4,600 for the
VL10.1 and $5,200 for the VM60)

Quality of packing: Double carton box with foam cradle.

Reusability of packing: Unlimited times if shipper handles the cartons with care.

Ease of unpacking/repacking: Entirely unproblematic.

Condition of component received: Immaculate.

Completeness of delivery: Amplifiers delivers with tubes fitted. No power cords.

Quality of owner's manual: Comprehensive and detailed.

Website comments: Absolutely professional with informative FAQ and white papers.

Warranty:

Must register within 30 days after original purchase to validate three-year
warranty on parts and labor (tubes 90 days). Failing to do so will reduces
warranty to one year. Warranty is conditional and non-transferable. Terms and
conditions are posted here.

Global distribution: Global network not yet established. Direct purchasers should specify local
voltage requirement.

Human interactions: Professional and friendly, timely responses to questions, forthcoming about
technicalities.

Pricing: Exceptional value.

Application conditions:
VS70 power tubes (KT77/EL34/6CA7) require manual adjustment of bias
current. On-board LED indicators provide for easy adjusting and no external
meter is required. Full instructions in the owner’s manual.

Final comments & suggestions: Balanced silver cables offer optimal synergy. Balanced connections from
source components are preferred.
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Q&A on balanced vs. unbalanced amps.
Q1: Both VL20 and VS70 are fully balanced and especially 
designed for balanced signal transmission. Then it is 
mentioned that singled-ended connections will benefit from 
the circuitry. How? 

Q2: If I use XLR-to-RCA adapters to connect single-ended 
cables to the XLR sockets, will that achieve the same as 
connecting to the RCA sockets? 

Q3: Some amps like McIntosh usually have two-stage 
differential voltage amps such that the XLR inputs can be 
easily converted to single-ended. How do the VS70 and 
VL20 do it? 

John Lam’s had to tackle Q2 and Q3 first.
To Q2: In an XLR interconnect there are 3 conductors, one 
for +VE, one for -VE and one for ground. In an RCA cable, 
there are only +VE and ground. In an XLR-to-RCA 
interconnect, the -VE conductor is simply discarded so this 
type of cable can be used. However it cannot convert RCA to 
XLR because it lacks a -VE signal. In principle the 
XLR-to-RCA cable and the RCA-to-RCA cable are 
identical. They may sound different because of different 
conductors and dielectrics.
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To Q3: Regarding certain commercial vacuum tube amps 
with XLR inputs, not all are true balanced circuits. A true 
balanced power amp or preamp has to take a balanced input 
and offer a balanced output. The internal circuit must be fully 
balanced as well. Please refer to Figure 2 for details.

Side Bar
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Figure 1: Balanced and unbalanced amplifiers

Single-ended input 

Single-ended output 

Input 

Output 

Amplifier 
+VE 

-VE 
(a) 

 

Input 
+VE 

-VE 

Single-ended input 

Single-ended output 

Output 

Amplifier 

(b) 

Figure 2:  Unbalanced amplifiers taking 
balanced inputs

To Q1: Figure 3 below shows how noise affects balanced 
and unbalanced amps. For unbalanced amps in figure 3a and 
3b, we can see noise at the output. A fully balanced amp 
tends to cancel common-mode noise and is free of noise as 
shown in figure 3c. Even as an unbalanced signal is fed to the 
balanced amp as shown in figure 3d, the output noise is still 
lower than in figure 3a.

Therefore an unbalanced signal will still benefit from a truly 
balanced amp by suffering less noise than in an unbalanced 
amp and by sounding better in a symmetrical circuit.

If unbalanced mode is selected in the VS70 and VL20, they 
only amplify the +VE signal. The -VE signal is discarded. 
Since +VE and -VE are identical except for polarity, there is 
no loss of information. Gain simply becomes different for 
balanced and unbalanced inputs.
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Q4: How does the bal/unbal toggle switch operate on the 
VL20 and VS70? Are they switching input connections or 
the operational mode of the circuit?

The XLR pin configuration is pin 1 ground, pin 2 +VE, pin 3 
–VE. The toggle switch selects between BAL or UNBAL 
inputs. In UNBAL, two things happen. The -VE conductor 
(pin 3 of the XLR socket) is grounded and the -VE input of 
the preamp or power amp is grounded. See Figure 4. 
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Side Bar (cont’d)

Figure 3:  Noises presented in balanced and 
unbalanced amplifiers

Figure 4:  Input and output selection for 
VL20 and VS70

Q5: When XLR connected but set to UNBAL, the amp still 
operates. When connected to RCA and set to BAL, it also 
does. Some amps won't tolerate this and produce noise as for 
example NuForce. Why is that and what does it imply?

When connected through XLR but set to UNBAL, see my 
answer to Q4. Since the +VE signal remains connected to the 
preamp or power amp, it is amplified.

As the -VE conductor is grounded, it may affect the source 
because the -VE signal is shorted while operating. Thus XLR 
must be set to BAL. When connected RCA set to BAL, the 
-VE input of the amplifier sits idle. It's then best to connect it 
to ground to not pass unwanted noise. We thus 
recommended to set the toggle to UNBAL for RCA inputs.

Q6: The switch can be toggled back and forth under signal 
yet there is no popping noise. Why?

When properly designed, there needn't be any noise.
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Q7: If source to preamp is RCA set to UNBAL, preamp to 
power amp XLR set to BAL, what happens? Would it be 
better if both preamp and power amp were unbalanced 
throughout? 

It is best to be fully balanced throughout. However, there is 
no problem with an RCA connection between CD player and 
preamp. Preamp and power amp should always be connected 
balanced. If some CD player's RCA mode sounds better than 
XLR mode, it is better to use the RCA connection. That's 
why our preamp offers this flexibility.

Q8: On the VL20's back panel, you have a printed warning to 
not connect XLR and RCA simultaneously to the same input. 
What would happen? 

As mentioned in my answer to Q5, when XLR connected but 
set to UNBAL, the -VE signal conductor is shorted to 
ground.

Q9: What about the VS70? Is it safe to connect both XLR
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Side Bar (cont’d)

and RCA from the VL20 to the VS70 and use the toggle 
switch to compare BAL and UNBAL performance?

Do not connect XLR and RCA simultaneously for the same 
reason. The VL10.1 preamp can take both RCA and XLR at 
the same time but its design is a lot more complicated than 
the VL20. Since the VL20 is a low-cost version, we 
simplified the design.

Q10: Somewhere it is mentioned that the XLR and RCA 
outputs of the VL20 can be used for bi-amping. Will the two 
pairs of outputs be different? Would you recommend XLR 
for the low-frequency amp and RCA for the high-frequency 
amp?

Yes, the VL20 can be used for bi-amping. As shown in 
figure 4(a) above, the RCA output lacks the -VE signal. 
Therefore there is 3dB less gain. For power amps with a gain 
setting to adjust their input level, the VL20 can drive two 
power amps at the same time.  Since the balanced mode has 
better dynamics and transient response, it is preferable for 
the bass amp. 
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