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Monoblock power amplifier. Rated at 100W/8ohm
Made by: Music First Audio, Hastings, UK  

Supplied by: Music First Audio
Telephone: 01424 858260 
Web: www.mfaudio.co.uk

Price: £5800 (per pair)

Y ou need a little bit of Round Britain 
Quiz thinking to decode the front 
panel of the Music First Audio 
Senlac SJE monoblock amps, which 

sell for a not inconsiderable £5800 a pair. 
Adorning the metalwork – available in 
silver, black or a rather bright blue [inset 
picture, p51] – is not just the somewhat 
extraordinary name of the product, but 
also the legend ‘100W Class AB SLN’, and 
all rendered in rather florid typography.

Let’s read left to right then, and the 
‘SLN’ bit refers to the manufacturer’s 
claim of Super-Low Noise, while the 
name is derived from Senlac Hill, close to 
Music First Audio’s premises. According 
to some sources, this is said to be where 
King Harold deployed his army prior to 
the famous Battle of Hastings against the 
invading William of Normandy – although 
there are suggestions that the name is a 
later invention. The ‘SJE’ part, meanwhile, 
is in memory of a close friend of the 
company, who died in 2017.

HANDLE WITH CARE
So this is a relatively compact monoblock 
power amp chassis, and one fitted with 
fairly substantial heatsinks. Indeed, 
the review sample came with a 
handwritten note saying the amps 
should be handled by the front and 
back of the casework, and not by the 
heatsinks themselves. That’s sound 
advice for, quite apart from anything 
else, the black fins on either side are 
very sharp indeed.

There’s another slight design 
problem here – at least if you’re 
thinking of saving some shelf space 
by stacking the two relatively 
compact boxes. The size of feet fitted 
to the enclosures, and the fact the 
front panel faceplates stand proud 

above and below the main casework, mean 
that the feet aren’t tall enough to allow 
stacking without the front panels ‘clashing’. 
So you’ll need spacers under the feet of 
the topmost Senlac before stacking a pair. 
I have to say I didn’t have such problems, 
as the amplifiers each went on their own 
shelf, and having recently hefted some 
very large amps around, I appreciated their 
compact dimensions and modest weight 
when putting them in place.

So what have we got here? Well, the 
amplifier is the work of company owner 
Jonathan Billington, and Nick Gorham 
of Longdog Audio, who has worked on 
previous Music First Audio (MFA) designs. 
Both companies are in the same kind of 
business, in that as well as their ‘stock’ 
items they also undertake custom projects 
for clients. MFA came out of Billington’s 
father’s business Stevens & Billington, 
which is still in operation in St Leonards on 
Sea after almost 55 years as a specialist 
manufacturer of transformers for audio 
applications, and counting among its 
clients the likes of the BBC, the Royal Opera 
House and Soundcraft.

simplicity returns, but without any loss 
of performance – in fact the new circuit 
performs better because it doesn’t have 
the problems inherent in the traditional 
circuit’. Similarly, the amplifier’s current 
source(s) are buffered to reduce their 
sensitivity to changes in both circuit 
voltage and temperature, maintaining 
the devices’ gain characteristics, and thus 
controlling distortion, without relying 
solely on feedback techniques.

All that done, the 
Senlac SJE is certainly a 
very simple proposition 
for the user. There’s a 
power button on the 
front panel, and a choice 
of single-ended RCA or 
balanced XLR inputs, 
and these are selected 
by using a little flip-switch located on the 
rear panel. A single set of decent speaker 
terminals is fitted, which is able to take 
spades, bare wires or banana plugs, and 
that’s about it. Handy though it would be 
to have some kind of remote switching for 
the Senlac power amps – perhaps via 12V 
trigger connections or the like – you’re 

stuck with either turning them on and off 
manually or else leaving them on.

However, all this means the power amp 
follows the same purist ‘no frills’ approach 
as the company’s preamplifiers, and like 
those other products is handbuilt using 
full-size components on a board for the 
main amplifier circuit, and designed around 
a generous in-house toroidal transformer 
with no shortage of smoothing/reservoir 
capacity. The combination of the circuit 

design and the hand 
assembly means that 
this isn’t exactly the 
tidiest of amplifiers 
within [see picture, 
p50]. Indeed there’s 
something of a ‘rat’s 
nest’ of multicoloured 
wiring around the back 

of the main board, but that aside it’s clear 
to see what everything is inside the amp, 
and what it does.

 HITTING HARD
With the amps in place on the equipment 
rack it didn’t take long to hear the effects 
of the amps warming up and ‘coming on 

MFA is best known for its minimalist 
passive preamplifiers, the current range 
running from the Baby Classic, based on 
the original Classic model, up to the Baby 
Reference v2. But the Senlac SJE is the first 
power amplifier in the range. Based around 
a concept the company calls ‘complex 
simplicity’, the design is essentially 
Gorham’s work – he also designed MFA’s 
reference MM phono amplifier [HFN 
May ’16]. Furthermore, the Senlac SJE’s 
signature design ‘twist’ – the use of single 
high-power MOSFET output devices in 
place of a paralleled transistors – is also 
seen in Longdog’s LDA P6 monoblocks.

SEEKING SIMPLICITY
As noted in PM’s boxout [p51] the 
configuration here isn’t quite that seen in 
ostensibly similar designs, but its ‘complex 
simplicity’ thinking has certainly informed 
the way the output devices are driven. 
As the company rather incongruously 
puts it, ‘Rethink the driver stage, what 
job is it doing? Optimise how it does that 
and then that in turn becomes simpler. 
Repeat this process a number of times and 

song’, with a definite coarseness from cold 
quickly giving way to a more even sound. 
However, this is never the smoothest 
sounding amplification you’re going to 
find – while it certainly delivers plenty of 
detail, there’s a certain forwardness to its 
presentation, and the treble in particular is 
more ‘exciting’ than sweet and crisp.

On a superficial level, that may suggest 
that you’re getting more of everything, but 
there’s sometimes a slightly mechanical 
edge to the sound here, and some sense of 
hardening on dynamic peaks, particularly 
when you push the levels up beyond 
‘sensible’. It’s not an overt characteristic, 
and I’m sure many will find it preferable to 
any sense of oversmoothing or bloat, but 
I found myself doing a lot more listening 
than usual just to figure our whether 
the somewhat characterful sound was a 
benefit or a drawback, and even after that 
I’m still not quite sure.

What the Senlac SJE amps indubitably 
do well is hit hard with mainstream rock or 
pop music, proving adept with the punchy 
rhythms of Elton John’s ‘Kiss The Bride’, 
from his recent Diamonds retrospective 
[Rocket Record Company/Virgin EMI/UMC 
00602557681901]. These are pounded 
out in metronomic fashion, even if the 
lead vocals sound a little bleached and 
caricatured. Similarly with Taylor Swift’s 

ABOVE: A power button is all the Senlac SJE’s 
front panel offers, along with slightly old-
fashioned-looking typescript. The panel itself is 
available in black, silver or vivid blue [see below]

RIGHT: Full-sized (not surface mount) 
components on hand-soldered and 
hand-wired PCBs means each Senlac SJE 
is a labour of love. Note 300VA toroid as 
part of a substantial PSU and one power 
MOSFET per heatsink

‘It follows the 
same purist “no 

frills” approach as 
MFA’s preamps’

With its roots in the transformer business, Music First Audio now goes ‘fully active’ with 
its first power amplifier – a monoblock no less, and chock-full of innovative thinking
Review: Andrew Everard Lab: Paul Miller

Music First Audio Senlac SJE

LESS IS MORE

Premiered at the Hi-Fi Show Live in October 2017, Music First Audio’s inaugural 
power amp is a Class AB design based around a single pair of beefy MOSFETs. 
Using just two very high current devices, rather than multiple parallel pairs, is 
a technique already employed to good effect by the likes of GamuT and Gato 
Audio in their high power MOSFET amplifiers [HFN May ’15 and Jun ’17 – also 
see Opinion in Jun ’17]. All three brands use FETs ordinarily utilised in high-side 
switches and other rugged industrial applications, with MFA’s choice coming 
from IXYS Semiconductors. Typically, true complementary pairs 
of these high-current switching FETs are unavailable which 
explains why Gato Audio, for example, employs two N-type FETS 
in its PWR-222 monoblocks. Much of MFA’s novel thinking has 
been directed at using one P-Type and one N-Type MOSFET (the 
IXTK90P20P and IXTK110N20L2) despite the fact that these 
are not exact mirror-image devices. Leveraging a low distortion 
performance from this pair of power FETs without lashings of feedback 
is key to the Senlac SJE’s novel design. PM
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Power output (<1% THD, 8/4ohm) 137W / 230W

Dynamic power (<1% THD, 8/4/2/1ohm) 152W / 288W / 530W / 850W

Output impedance (20Hz–20kHz) 0.031–0.12ohm

Freq. resp. (20Hz–20kHz/100kHz) +0.0dB to –0.17dB/–1.49dB

Input sensitivity (for 0dBW/100W) 113mV / 1135mV (balanced)

A-wtd S/N ratio (re. 0dBW/100W) 81.7dB / 101.7dB

Distortion (20Hz-20kHz, 10W/8ohm) 0.00008–0.015%

Power consumption (Idle/Rated o/p) 59W / 205W

Dimensions (WHD) / Weight 430x90x272mm / 9.75kg

LAB
REPORT

MUSIC FIRST AUDIO SENLAC SJE
As I explain in the boxout [p51], MFA may be using just one pair 
of MOSFETs per monoblock but these are 100A/200V devices 
and are evidently just ‘ticking over’ at the rated 100W/8ohm. In 
practice the Senlac SJE delivers 137W/8ohm and 230W/4ohm 
with sufficient headroom to sustain peaks (<1% THD) of 152W, 
288W, 530W and 850W into 8, 4, 2 and 1ohm loads under 
dynamic conditions [see Graph 1, below]. With a maximum 
current delivery just shy of 30A this amplifier will not baulk at 
tough speaker loads although its output impedance, which is a 
flat 0.03ohm from 20Hz-3kHz but rises thereafter to 0.12ohm/ 
20kHz and 0.93ohm/100kHz, does cause some modification in 
system response depending on the HF impedance trend of the 
attached loudspeaker. So, into 8ohm, the Senlac SJE has a –1dB 
extension of 70kHz while this drops to 47kHz, 30kHz and 18kHz 
into 4, 2 and 1ohm loads, respectively.

The A-wtd S/N of 81.7dB (re. 0dBW) is also a good few dB  
below average, thanks to the low-level noise (probably) 
emanating from the unscreened 300VA toroidal transformer 
and associated PSUs that are shoe-horned into this compact 
enclosure. However, the broadband nature of the noise – 
harmonics radiate out to beyond 10kHz, rather than localised as 
50/100Hz peaks – lead me to hope its subjective impact will be 
benign. THD is low but also novel, falling to <0.0001% at 10W 
(low frequencies), increasing to just 0.001-0.002% through the 
midrange before increasing more steeply to 0.015% at 20kHz 
[red trace, Graph 2]. Again this reflects the same reduction in 
compensation at HF seen in its rising source impedance, as 
distortion rises more steeply at HF with increasing output. PM

ABOVE: Distortion versus extended frequency at 
10W/8ohm, 5Hz-40kHz (left, black; right, red)

ABOVE: Dynamic power output versus distortion into 
8ohm (black trace), 4ohm (red), 2ohm (blue) and 
1ohm (green) speaker loads. Max. current is 29.2A
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MONO POWER AMPLIFIER

‘End Game’ from her Reputation 
album [Big Machine Records 
00843930033102] the sound is fine 
with the opening vocals, but soon 
gets splashy in the treble when the 
full force of the accompaniment 
kicks in. The bass is rock-solid, 
driving the track along, but the 
busy high frequency content strays 
towards being annoying – though of 
course some will say that’s true of 
the artist herself!

IN THEIR ELEMENT
Feed something cleaner through the 
Senlac SJEs, such as Joe Bonamassa’s 
Live At Carnegie Hall – An Acoustic 
Evening [Provogue PRD 75222], and 
they’re much more in their element. 
Here they cast a big, reverberant 
soundstage with a fine sense of ‘live 
atmosphere’ in response to this 
detailed recording of stripped-down 
instrumentation with vocals. 

But then Bonamassa, in this 
recording in particular, fits very 
much into the ‘audiophile-approved’ 
pigeonhole, and so we enter the 
great debate as to whether one 
needs to select the recordings you 
play to suit your system, or vice 
versa. Certainly these amps aren’t 
an example of the old ‘making the 
unexpected magical’ ideal, and 
some care will be needed if one isn’t 
to overexcite them. The denser the 
recording, the more likely it seems 
they can be provoked into a degree 
of misbehaviour.

As a case in point, pull back to 
Cecilia Bartoli’s latest album Dolce 
Duello [Decca 483 2473; 96kHz/ 
24-bit Qobuz download], on which 
she joins forces with star cellist Sol 
Gabetta and the ensemble led by 
brother Andrés. The combination of 
superclean instrumental recording, 
with Gabetta’s cello to the fore, and 
Bartoli’s bell-like voice is both highly 
persuasive and entirely captivating. 
The Senlac SJE amplifiers’ full bass 
and midband fluidity are much in 
evidence, and there’s no nasty stingy 

percussion to trouble them, while 
the mezzo voice doesn’t provoke 
any tendency to hardening or 
brashness in the higher frequencies. 
All is well with the world.

Switch, however, to the recent 
Chandos recording of Elgar’s Falstaff 
with the BBC Philharmonic Orchestra 
under Sir Andrew Davis [CHSA 5188; 
96kHz/24-bit download], which 
combines a wide dynamic range 
recorded at the orchestra’s home 
base in Media City Salford, with 
some very busy scoring, and that 
slight tendency to get hard and a 
little wayward in the treble is again 
in evidence, thickening up the sound 
when things get complex. 

The recording itself is exemplary 
in many ways [see also review, 
p98] so it seems it’s not just nasty 
processed pop tracks that may 
need to be approached with some 
caution. In essence there’s nothing 
really wrong here, but rather just 
a lack of that spark of magic, that 
revelatory performance that sets 
‘great’ hi-fi apart from the merely 
very good, coupled with an ability 
to find excellence and surprises in 
unexpected corners of your music 
collection. The Senlac SJE amps are 
impressive, but not quite as great as 
one might have hoped. 

ABOVE: Could not be simpler – just one switched input, either single-ended on an 
RCA or balanced via an XLR, plus a single set of 4mm speaker cable binding posts

What the Music First Audio amps 
do, they do very well, and with 
demo-quality recordings they can 
sound very fine indeed. But they 
demand caution in your choice of 
music, requiring some degree of 
‘cart before horse’ thinking, that 
may limit their appeal. What’s 
more, the slight styling and 
mechanical foibles alluded to in 
the review might make them just 
a little too ‘handmade hairshirt’ 
for 21st century tastes.

HI-FI NEWS VERDICT

Sound Quality: 78%
0              -            -            -            -            -            -            -            -        100
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