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Conrad-Johnson 
LP125sa+  
Power Amplifier
Experience makes the difference

By Andre Marc
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C onrad-Johnson has earned the respect of 
audiophiles over three decades by doing things 
its own way—which means no product churn. 
The iconic American firm ignores fleeting trends 
and exercises low-key marketing, putting sonics 

first, with an unrelenting focus on short signal paths and parts 
quality, and building each component by hand at its facility in 
Fairfax, VA. 

Conrad-Johnson does not ignore styling either. The distinct 
champagne gold finish of its components makes them easily 
recognizable. And while the products in it top-tier ART model 
line are indeed sonic works of art, even CJ’s entry-level amps 
and preamps are built to an astonishingly high standard. The 
company offers solid-state and vacuum-tube designs, but it is 
best known for its tube gear.

Smack in the middle of its lineup is the LP125sa, a 125-
watt power amplifier utilizing KT120 tubes. The base version 
retails for $8,250, though the subject of this review is the 
“plus” version, which includes CJD Teflon capacitors and ultra-
high-performance metal-foil resistors used in the circuit. The 
LP125sa+ commands a $1,750 premium over the base model. 
It comes with a three-year warranty, and Conrad-Johnson’s 
service is known to be exceptional.
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The amplifier is hefty, weighing in at 82 pounds. 
Its understated appearance is classic CJ, with a tube 
cage supplied to protect the eight KT120s. The circuit 
also employs one 6189 tube and two 6N30Ps. CJ 
switched over to KT120 power tubes from the classic 
6550 a few years ago—and for good reason. The 
KT120 offers significant performance improvements 
in the areas of power output, bass, midrange clarity 
and tube life, and it is universally accepted as a great 
output tube—so much so that many manufacturers 
have designed new circuits around it and even 
retrofitted it into older designs.

CJ says the LP125sa+ audio circuit consists of 
three stages: a wide-bandwidth single-ended triode 
amplifier for the input signal; a cathode-coupled 
triode phase-inverter stage for balanced, low-
impedance drive; and the KT120 tubes paired with 
sizable output transformers. (continued)

http://www.aurender.com
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The only thing required at 
initial setup is biasing the four 
KT120 tubes with the supplied 
tool, which is as easy as turning 
the pot until a red LED goes out. 
(This was required only once 
over several months of listen-
ing.) The amplifier is low-main-
tenance and tube life is long if 
basic care is taken. 

Before critical listening, I al-
low the LP125sa+ to warm up 
for approximately 20 minutes. 
Many listening sessions turn into 
marathons, with the amplifier 
producing some of the sweet-
est, lifelike and engaging sound 
I’ve heard from my main system. 
This amplifier sounds far more 
powerful than its stated 125 
watts per channel suggests, 
cruising on even the most de-
manding and dynamic music.

The LP125sa+ offers impec-
cable sonic refinement, free 
from electronic artifacts. The 
music seeming to appear out  

of the ether, the amp delivers 
jet-black backgrounds during 
quiet passages—in fact, this is 
the quietest tube amplifier I’ve 
ever auditioned.

A quick spin through John 
Martyn’s The Island Years box 
set—containing nearly his entire 
discography, beautifully remas-
tered from the master tapes—is 
quite telling. Martyn’s music 
is a wondrous impressionistic 
and complex stew, and the LP-
125sa+ keeps up at every turn. 
Whether during Martyn’s early 
psychedelic acoustic folk, his 
mid-period white funk, or his lat-
er trip hop, the amp is ahead of 
the curve, providing superb tex-
ture to acoustic instruments and 
laying out these classic tracks 
in a way that reveals interest-
ing touches in the mix. Martyn’s 
vocals are rendered in an amaz-
ingly human way—to the point 
that you can fool yourself into 
thinking it’s a microphone feed 
rather than a recording.

The 24-bit/192-kHz version 
of the Simon & Garfunkel catalog 
is equally stunning through the 
LP125sa+. The analog glory of 
these original recordings comes 
through and the vocal harmo-
nies are fantastically present. 
The CJ amp does not smooth 
over warts, as anomalies in the 
recording are clearly present. Its 
ability to produce micro detail 
comes through in spades.

The single most distinct 
characteristic of the LP125sa+ 
is its sonic elegance; its natural 
tone and overall timing are simply 
addicting. Regardless of what 
source material and associated 
gear, the amp provides a rock-
solid foundation. Another distinct 
area of note is its timbral purity—
which is often a moving target, 
but the LP125sa+ is always 
consistent, reproducing acoustic 
instruments with an effortless-
ness and lack of fatigue that few 
amplifiers can. (continued)
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My journey with Conrad-Johnson began around 1979 with its 
PV1 preamplifier and MV-50 power amplifier, and in the last 35 
years the company has included a major cross section of its 
components. While reviewers are not supposed to have favor-
ites, I must confess to always coming back to CJ in my refer-
ence system, just as I always seem to gravitate back to BMWs 
after trying other cars.  

Lew Johnson and Bill Conrad have always had a way of 
building components that sound incredibly lifelike. In the last 10 
years since the company added its CJD Teflon capacitors to the 
mix, overall resolution and extension has increased dramatically, 
but without sacrificing the lifelike tonality for which CJ products 
are famous. At that point in my audiophile journey, I was a  
solid-state devotee, until I heard the MV-50; it was a revelation. 

Today, the LP125sa+ simply 
reinforces what I love about CJ 
products. Having heard its ART 
components on numerous oc-
casions, I’ve always hoped for a 
more affordable amplifier incor-
porating that DNA, and the LP-
125sa+ delivers that promise.  

Experience with new and 
old CJ products suggests that 
you should spend the extra 
money for the CJD cap up-
grade, unless you long for the 
CJ sound of 25 years ago. The 
units without the big Teflon 
caps definitely have a bit more 
“vintage CJ” under the hood, 
though I prefer the current 
sound and can’t suggest the 
Teflon caps highly enough.

While the LP125sa+ does 
a fantastic job driving my Dyn-
audio Evidence Platinum refer-
ence speakers, I absolutely fall 
in love with it driving my vintage 
Acoustat 2+2s. I wish this am-
plifier had been available back 
in the mid 1980s when I origi-
nally had these speakers! My 
MV-50 just didn’t have enough 
giddyup to rock the 2+2s, but 
the LP125sa+ is pure heaven, 
providing bass extension and 
control that was never available 
then. It lifts a major veil that I 
used to attribute to the speak-
ers, but now I realize it was due 
to the limitations of the elec-
tronics.

By Jeff Dorgay

Additional Listening

Conrad Johnson 
LP125sa+

MSRP:  $9,995

MANUFACTURER
conrad-johnson design, inc.

CONTACT 
www.conradjohnson.com

PERIPHERALS 

Digital Sources
Simaudio Neo 380D MiND, 
SOtM sMS-100

Analog Source
Revox A77

Preamplifier
Coffman Labs G1-A

Speakers
Thiel CS.24

Cables
Audio Art, DH Labs 

Accessories
Audience aR6 power 
conditioner, 
Shakti Stones footers

On all but the most inef-
ficient speakers, 125 watts 
per channel in a modest- to 
medium-sized room should 
be enough to float your boat. 
I highly suggest giving the 
LP125sa+ a listen. You can 
spend a lot more than this on 
a great vacuum-tube power 
amplifier, but this one’s a hon-
ey, as well as a beast. At near-
ly 100 pounds, the LP125sa+ 
is not for the faint of heart (or 
weak of bicep). Unless you are 
really buff, get a friend to help 
move it into place, keeping in 
mind that the weight bias is 
at the back, where the trans-
formers are. 

Like all CJ products, this 
amplifier features single-ended 
RCA inputs, so choose your 
preamplifier accordingly. Hint, 
hint: You can still pick up a 
prime example of CJ’s ACT 2 
preamplifier for a reasonable 
price on the secondary mar-
ket and the synergy with the 
LP125sa+ is phenomenal.

If you’re looking for your 
last tube amplifier, this is one 
of the finest. Highly recom-
mended.
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http://www.conradjohnson.com/It_just_sounds_right/lp125salp260m.html
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