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T
here’s a move within all-digital audio circles 
to suggest the standalone preamplifier is next 
for the chop. An increasing number of digital 
devices now sport some kind of source selection 
and attenuation system – analogue or digital – 

built into the output stage, obviating the need for a separate 
preamplifier stage.

The Music First Audio Baby Reference is the preamplifier’s 
case for the defence.

It’s not hard to see why the preamp is the focus for such 
negativity. Most of them, frankly, suck. There’s a degree of 
forgiveness of the preamp’s iniquities at lower price levels, 
but when you go up to the rarefied atmosphere at the top 
end of things, good preamps are relatively rare beasts. Very 
few of the top-enders could name more than half a dozen 
preamps that fit their needs, and generally the same two or 
three names feature in all of their wish-lists. Things go awry 
somewhere in the process of taking a line level signal and 
adding gain to that signal. It’s like adding salt to cooking; 
too little and the flavours in the meal never live up to their 
potential, too much and the salt overpowers the taste (and 
your blood pressure spikes). 

The Baby Reference – like all of MFA’s ‘preamps’ – does 
things differently. They have no active gain stages, no juice 
(mains or battery) feeding those line stages to undermine the 
signal. It’s a passive preamplifier, but not in the way passives 
used to be passive. The old way of doing this was either buy 
the best potentiometer you could afford, or make a ladder 
array of good quality resistors to act as an attenuator. Both 
had their fans, but neither worked properly; practically every 
audio nerd (including this one) has at some time or another 

soldered a decent potentiometer into a RS box with a knob 
on the front, a few wires on the inside and some phono 
sockets on the back. And we’ve all been hugely frustrated 
at the potentially wonderful sound undermined by having to 
keep signal paths and cable lengths measured in inches to 
prevent attenuation, or by having the passive pre so close to 
the power amp it picks up hum from the transformer.

MFA’s big advantage is its parent company is Stevens 
and Billington, a transformer manufacturer of some not 
inconsiderable repute. So, when it came to making a passive 
preamplifier, Music First Audio’s logical choice was to go with 
a transformer attenuator – first the TX101 and then the TX102 
(used here in its Mk IV ‘Nickel Brick’ guise). This is a hand-
crafted transformer formed of layers of wire and paper around 
a large core, with twenty three taps coming off it, allowing 
for 24 volume levels, from mute to -60dB to unity gain. The 
preamp can accept four unbalanced and two balanced inputs 
and has both balanced and single-ended outputs.

The big and obvious advantage with using a transformer 
as a volume control is it effectively impedance matches source 
component to power amplifier. The big, but almost overlooked, 
advantage to transformer volume control is it acts as an isolator 
between source component and power amplifier too. 

I have to confess some personal concerns about passive 
preamps, based on old prejudices. I thought that a passive is 
a wonderful-sounding, but bass-restricted, device. Judging by 
the performance of the Baby Reference that was pure prejudice, 
because this preamp delivers a full-fat, full-range, deep and dark 
bass sound to any decent amp and speaker system.

And what a sound! Or rather, what an absence of sound. 
This preamp doesn’t have a sound, it has a complete absence 
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of character. In the way you always wanted from good audio, 
but lost somewhere in the process of getting into ‘hi-fi’. It’s 
like getting your ears syringed, or listening to a piece of music 
for the first time. Nothing is getting in the way between you 
and the music it seems and the result is a lack of artificiality 
that is as addictive as it is beguiling.

This makes it hard to pin down, sonically. You keep finding 
elements of the sound and then thinking to yourself “Oh wait, 
that was the streamer”, or “no, that’s in the mix”. Moreover, 
those hackneyed clichés about ‘good for classical’ or ‘great 
for rock’… you begin to discover that a lot of that has to do 
with the preamplifier itself. If I had to limit the scope of the Baby 
Reference to a genre, I’d have to say it’s good at reproducing 
‘sound’. It works refined classical music sound and thrash 
metal alike with absolute ease of delivery. 

The Baby Reference suggests we got the whole active 
gain stage thing wrong. They get in the way. The best active 
preamps are those that try to limit the effect of a gain stage in 
the chain, but the best way of doing that is not to have a gain 
stage in the first place. When it comes to preamps, that whole 
‘straight wire with gain’ goal of amplification is best done 
without the gain part, it seems. The Baby Reference proves 
that from almost the first bar you hear. It parades the iniquities 
of lesser preamps before your ears, and it makes you wonder 
if even the best active preamps are actively damaging the 
sound quality. 

It’s a great leveller, too. Because, it transpires, a lot of what 
makes a good front-end ‘good’ is its ability to keep a lot of 
power-line nasties from enfeebling the feed to the preamplifier. 
By taking the ground loop out of the equation altogether, 
you seem not to need to spend so much on the front end to 
get good digital performance. My trusty, now-discontinued 
Lyngdorf CD-1 is already pretty good, but through the Baby 
Reference showed just what it’s capable of. And it’s one heck 
of a lot. You didn’t waste your money on that exotic CD player 
or streamer, but some of the reasons why it’s so exotic are 
surplus to requirements with the Baby Reference.

Audio enthusiasts sometimes tread a thin line between 
‘purist’ and ‘puritanical’. This is one of the few products that 
straddles that divide. OK, so there are puritanical elements 
to the MFA design (no balance control, no remote, no mono 
switch, no tone controls and no bright shining blue LED), 
but this is true to the music through and through. This does 
hint at the ‘downside’ (I’d prefer to call it ‘limit’) to the MFA’s 
use in the wider audiophile world. It’s not a preamp for the 
audiophile everyman; there will be systems where extra gain 
from the preamplifier is both expected and required. There 
will be systems where MIA features like a balance control are 
important. And, despite all but nailing the cable attenuation 
problem that beset ‘pot in a box’ passives, it’s not the kind 
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of preamplifier that should be first choice for those with long 
runs of unbalanced cables. A few who have learned to love 
the sound of active gain stages will never quite come to terms 
with the disappearance of that coloration. I’d contend the 
MFA is the right way to go if they really want ‘high fidelity’, but 
personal taste plays its part.

Music First Audio took a bold step with the Baby 
Reference. It took all the good stuff from its Reference 
preamp, put it in the box of the standard MFA preamp and 
shaved £2,500 from the price tag. In essence, it became its 
own competition in order to make a product more readily 
accessible to a wider audiophile market. I’ve never had the 
full-blown Reference, but reports from the field suggest the 
difference between the two in sonic terms is relatively slight 
in most systems. The difference between the two seems to 
come down to yet more transformer isolation (record, auxiliary 
input and main output each have their own transformers), 
looks and the extra fortnight it takes to build the flagship. On 
the other hand, those same reports say the jump between the 
Baby Reference and the Classic v2 is more than substantial 
enough to justify the £2,800 price differential. 

I started this review with the notion that digital can spell 
the end of the preamplifier. The Music First Audio Baby 
Reference exposes this as abject nonsense. It’s a fantastic 
device, a no-nonsense design that just might be the best 
preamplifier I’ve ever (not) heard in my system. 


