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A good marketing slogan is catchy, 
clever and easily identifiable. Pioneer 
appears to have a grip on that con-
cept and their latest campaign slogan, 
“Rock Beats Paper,” is one we can 
all identify with. What’s that you say? 
That isn’t how the game of Roshambo 
is played? Well, you’re right, but it got 
you thinking.

To recap part of the simplistic rules 
of Roshambo—better known as rock, 
paper, scissors—paper trumps rock. 
That rule also holds true in the loud-
speaker industry, but then I don’t recall 
ever testing a speaker that declared 
rock as a key material. So what is 
behind the “Rock Beats Paper” cam-
paign? Let’s find out.

When I first saw this slogan, I 
immediately thought of a cone. Since 
the earliest days of speaker design, 
woofer cones have been made from 
paper. Paper offers a good compro-
mise between weight and rigidity. But 
speaker technology has come a long 
way and paper is slowly being phased 
out as the cone material of choice. 
Yet with all the other materials being 
used—polypropylene, carbon fiber, 
glass fiber—the “Rock Beats Paper” 
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catchphrase left me perplexed. I had 
delusions of stones glued to the face 
of a speaker cone or maybe a cone 
turned from a solid piece of rock. As it 
turns out, neither one of my ridiculous 
visions were completely accurate.

So how is Pioneer using rock? 
The answer lies within the woofers of 
the new Premier D-series speakers. 
Pioneer engineers looked to the aero-
space industry for a lightweight mate-
rial that had the perfect blend of rigidity 
and temperature resistance. What they 
found was basalt, a grayish-black vol-
canic rock. In order for basalt to be of 
use, it’s pulverized and melted at over 
2,700˚ F and then drawn into fibers. 
Pioneer takes these basalt fibers and 
interweaves them with aramid fibers. 
The resulting weave reinforces the 
composite injection-molded polypro-
pylene IMX (Injection Molded Matrix) 
cones used in the woofers. Pioneer 
claims that the result makes for an 
extremely strong speaker cone that 
can withstand flexing associated with 
excessive cone movement and pro-
duce an improved transient response 
in the mid- to low-frequency spectrum. 
In other words, rock beats paper. 

COMPONENTS
While handling one of the 6.75” 

woofers from our TS-D720C review 
set, it was easy to feel the rigidity 
Pioneer speaks of. There’s very little 
flex associated with the cone when 
you grab just the edge on one side 
and move it forward and back. This is 
pretty impressive considering there’s 
a phase plug (connected to the pole 
piece, not the cone) in the center of the 
driver instead of cone-strengthening 
dust cap. This stiffness is undoubtedly 
enhanced by the cone’s curvilinear 
(the walls of the cone are curved) 
design. In addition, the cone is well 
damped. Knocking on it using different 
devices—while not a very scientific 
approach—it’s easy to tell how con-
trolled the resonances are. This is in 
large part an attribute to the polypro-
pylene backing and the three small 
damping strips glued to the underside 
edge of the cone. 

Attaching the cone to the basket is 
a butyl-rubber surround. The basket is 
a heavy-gauge stamped steel fare with 
under-spider venting. It’s oversized at 
6.75”, so it won’t fit factory speaker 
mounts in several vehicles. To relieve 

this inherent problem, Pioneer supplies 
two versatile plastic mounting rings: 
The first to accommodate a smaller 
diameter hole, and the other to use 
when replacing factory 6x8 speakers. 
Speaker grilles are also included in 
case your application requires them.

The woofer’s motor uses a stan-
dard ferrite-sandwich design. Hidden 
inside the structure is a copper short-
ing ring that reduces magnetic flux 
modulation, thereby reducing distor-
tion. As previously mentioned, atop the 
pole piece sits a powdercoated metal 
phase plug. This is pretty impressive 
stuff for a component system that 
retails for only $220!

The tweeters used in the TS-D720C 
are encased in a nicely finished tri-
tone plastic housing. Protecting the 1 
1/8” soft dome is Pioneer’s signature 
3-bar grille borrowed from the brand’s 
higher-end PRS component tweeters. 
Another derivative is the enclosed rear 
chamber, which enables the tweeter to 
extend into the midrange for improved 
vocal imaging and staging. Provided 
with the system are plastic caps that 
act as a waveguide to control the 
sound dispersion that could be useful 
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when mounting in a less-than-ideal 
area. Again, this is over-the-top stuff 
considering the set’s price.

While not as impressive as the 
drivers it feeds, the crossover uses 
good quality components. To form the 
symmetrical 12dB/octave crossover 
slopes, Pioneer employed an iron-core 
inductor and an electrolytic capacitor 
for the lowpass, and an air core induc-
tor and Mylar capacitor for the high-
pass. The highpass also runs through 
a poly switch tweeter protector and a 
low tolerance resistor, the latter apply-
ing only when using the -3dB attenua-
tion circuit. Connections are made via 
the terminal strip’s gold-plated lugs, 
which include a separate lug for using 
the tweeter attenuation circuit. The 
relatively small crossover cases are 
constructed of lightly smoked, clear 
acrylic covers and solid black bases; 
all connections are clearly labeled.

SETUP
To supply the amplified signal to 

the Pioneer TS-D720C component 
system, I wired up an Alpine CDA-
9857 head unit directly to a TRU 
Technology C-7 amplifier (conser-
vatively rated at 125 watts x 4). The 
driving channels were level-matched 
within 0.05 volts of each other. At no 
time was any processing used during 
the listening test.

To minimize any reflection issues, 
I built new baffles to fit the oversized 
woofers exactly. I bolted these baffles 
to my well-damped 2.25ft³ test enclo-
sures and finalized my setup with 
some brief listening to determine the 
best position for the speaker cabinets. 
I also tried the waveguide cups that 
mount to the front of the tweeters, but 
the imaging seemed to suffer so I left 
them off for the evaluation. I wound 
up with the speakers close to on-axis 
with the center point of my listening 
position. The best blend between the 
speakers came with the crossovers of 
the tweeters set at -3dB.

LISTENING
R&B/Soul
Toni Braxton “Shadowless”

In “Shadowless,” Braxton dem-
onstrates her exalting vocal range as 
she stretches from a soulful low up to 
a high that hints of breath and wisp. 
Her smooth choral transitions make it 
easy to hone in on a system’s ability 
to sound natural over a broad range. 
The song uses a simple arrangement, 
with an accompaniment of acoustic 

guitars transpiring from near center 
stage that bloom to the extremes 
of the soundstage as the song hits 
full stride.

When I cued this track, I wasn’t 
expecting this inexpensive compo-
nent set to bring Braxton’s vocals to 
life. But they did, gracefully. As soon 
as Braxton’s vocals began, her pres-
ence was felt as the TS-D720C’s did 
a marvelous job focusing her vocals 
with unwavering stability. As the song 
evolved I found myself amused (given 
the set’s low price tag) by the tonal 
accuracy that the Pioneers produced 
over Braxton’s choral transitions; her 
voice sounded natural with the excep-
tion of some minor rough ends in her 
upper range. Every wisp and breath 
transpired with a realism that I’ve only 
experienced in systems carrying price 
tags in excess of $800.

The guitars played through the 
TS-D720C’s with the same authen-
ticity. While there were some insig-
nificant bright spots, the details of 
each and every string pluck were 
easily discernable. This was also true 
of the ambient guitars that engage 
from the left and right of Braxton and 
the primary guitar. Their combined 
presence nicely filled the plane of the 
soundstage, providing a good sense 
of its breadth. The only real gripe I 
could come up with while playing 
this track is that the guitars posi-
tioned themselves well ahead of the 
vocals when they should have carried 
similar depth. 
Score: 8.5/10
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Country
Willie Nelson “Always on My Mind”
Acoustic cuts often provide a sense 

of purity that studio recordings lack. 
This recording of “Always on My Mind” 
is a perfect example of that. Set in 
front of a small audience, it presents a 
somewhat narrow soundstage, yet is a 
good test of transparency and depth—
only the audience’s applause should 
reach the boundaries in this recording 
while also placing themselves closest 
to the listener.

During the prologue of this track, 
the Pioneers provided a nice feel for 
the width of the stage as the audience 
clapped and called out. I didn’t feel 
the room boundaries were as defined 
as say the Morel Supremos, but then 
these are nearly $2,000 cheaper. As 
Nelson begins his verse, the tonal 
aspects of his raspy, gruff voice were 
nicely resolved with the exception of a 
small blemish in his upper tones. This 
blemish had a slight effect on his image 
stability, with his voice blooming to a 
slightly unrealistic proportion. But that’s 
just nitpicking. Truth be told, I felt a bit 
overwhelmed by the clarity in which this 
inexpensive set provided, particularly 
with the detail in the soft opening and 
the realism in his breath throughout 
the song.

The resonant strings of Nelson’s 
electric guitar were beautifully rendered 
with nice tone and body. As the other 
instruments rolled in, there should be 
sensation that they are on different 
layers, but it didn’t come through. With 
exception of the percussions, every-

thing else seemed to come from one 
layer on the soundstage, including the 
harmonica and additional electric guitar 
to Nelson’s left. That said, unless you 
have audiophile tendencies, this prob-
ably isn’t a concern you should take 
to heart.
Score: 8/10

Neo-Soul
Raul Midón “Everybody”

Raul Midón is the model one-man-
band. His ability to replicate other 
instruments with his acoustic guitar is 
uncanny, while his lyrics are uplifting and 
carried through with his amazing range 
and vocal control. Like “Always On My 
Mind,” this recording of “Everybody” was 
also done in an acoustic setting.

This track is simple—just Midón and 
his acoustic guitar—but very fulfilling 
with distinct resonant tones of the guitar 
reflecting off the studio walls making for 
a wonderful stereo effect. His vocals hail 
from dead center stage and his guitar 
can be heard right off center, as if he 
is holding it at his side. The Pioneers 
depicted his luminescent vocals in a very 
likeable manner. His image was concrete 
in focus without the blooming effect I 
noticed with Nelson. But while the tone 
in his voice was spot-on, I noticed a 
slight scratch in his upper range that 
shouldn’t have been there. After a close 
listen I could only conclude this to be 
distortion, and it seemingly increased 
as I turned up the volume. On the other 
hand, the reverberation of the guitar 
strings was stellar, filling the setting with 
ambiance like a true hi-fi system.



There was only one real dis-
appointing aspect of the play-
back of “Everybody” through the 
TS-D720C’s—the low-end response. 
Midway through, Midón slaps the 
base of his guitar for a drum-like 
effect, but the Pioneers could only 
muster up dull thuds. This falls in the 
midbass territory, so the larger-than-
normal 6.75” woofers should have 
made easy work of each slap, but it 
simply fell short.
Score: 8/10

Jazz
Pat Coil “Road Less Travelled”
Pat Coil’s “Road Less Travelled” 

is a fairly complex, fast tempo com-
position. Being so elaborate makes it 
easy to lose track of the instruments 
with an array that includes a piano, 
percussions, bongos, electric guitar, 
acoustic guitar and horn. There’s also 
a contention between the chorus and 
chants, making this a good test of a 
system’s delineation capabilities. 

After a heavy tilt of the volume, I 
hit play and let Coil rip. In come the 
bongos, guitar and drums, but it’s the 
snap of the snares just a few seconds 
in that really grabbed me. With a 
healthy dose of power pushing them, 

the Pioneers cracked off each snare 
with a respectable amount of attack. 
They also did a fine job delineating 
through this entire track; the sound-
stage had adequate depth, allowing 
the instruments to layer themselves 
from front to back, with the exception 
of the hi-hats that seemed discon-
nected from the percussions. The 
highs took on a bit of a splashy quality 
at ramped-up volume levels, but were 
fine at moderate volumes. The vocal 
chorus and chants were wonderful—
subtly restrained, but by no means 
subdued. I was impressed at how 
well the soundscape maintained its 
posture at higher volumes, even with 
the onset of distortion, never collaps-
ing as the complexity of the track 
increased. 

While the TS-D720C’s did exhibit 
some flaws, they were minor. Mind 
you, this system only retails for $220, 
and what I was hearing tells me 
Pioneer could be asking a lot more 
money for this set.
Score: 8/10

Alternative
New Radicals “Crying Like a 

Church on Monday”
While not an audiophile’s dream 

track, “Crying Like a Church on Monday” by the New Radicals tends to exploit 
the negative tonal characteristics of a system. Fronted by Ronan Keating, this 
vocal-driven song contains dynamic level changes that enable me to track a 
system’s response at different levels. 

The track opens with three simplistic steps of the piano repeated. Right 
away the TS-D720C’s hit the mark with great tone and reverb—no breakup in 
the upper range whatsoever. Keating follows, starting his vocals soft and airy, 
only to escalate in pitch and intensity. His voice just seemed to emerge natu-
rally through the Pioneers as they capture his essence, making him lifelike. As 
the song picks up tempo, Keating’s raspy belts don’t seem to waiver through 
these speakers. His image remained focused just a tad left of center stage, 
staying positioned in both height and width throughout the entire song. 

The same didn’t hold true with the instruments though. Through the qui-
eter passages the drums sounded as natural as I could ask for, but as the 
composition reaches full stride, they got lost amongst the chaos. This was 
also true with the piano and acoustic guitar to a lesser degree. Each was a bit 
more distinguishable at lower levels. The cymbals and tambourine, although 
a bit peaky at times, exhibited these same attributes, but high volumes also 
resulted in a bit of unwanted distortion. Again, these points are a bit nitpicky. 
The TS-D720C’s are truly in a class of their own once you factor in the price.
Score: 8/10

CONCLUSION
Cutting to the chase, I was astonished by the Pioneer TS-D720C’s on all 

fronts. Never have I experienced a set of speakers in the ballpark of $220 that 
sound nearly as good as these. Everything from the bass, to the soundscape 
and the tonal balance was above par for a system of this price. In fact, there 
are several manufacturers with component systems priced three and four 
times more that should be worried about this set. Factor in their installation 
features and Pioneer sets a new precedent for affordable component speak-
ers. As far as I’m concerned, Pioneer nailed it. Rock truly does beat paper! 

REVIEW SPEAKERS

SUBJECTIVE SOUND SCORE

Points 
Possible

Pioneer 
TS-D720C

Overall Sound Quality 20 17

Soundstage Presentation 10 8

Image Stability 10 8

Tonal Balance (above 80Hz) 10 8.5

Low-Frequency Extension 10 8

Clarity at Low Volume 10 8.5

Clarity at High Volume 10 7

Off-axis response (referenced to on-axis) 10 7.5

Listening Fatigue (moderate volume) 10 7.5

Total Sound Score 100 80

INSTALLATION

Points 
Possible

Pioneer 
TS-D720C

Ease of Installation (mounting 
diameter/depth, etc.)

10 9

Flexibility (installation accessories, 
x-over adjust, etc.)

10 8

Manual 10 7
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