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RATED POWER 100 W x 7 into 8 ohms 
with maximum 1% THD
DIMENSIONS 165⁄8 x 61⁄4 x 157⁄8 inches
WEIGHT 221⁄4 pounds
PRICE $395 or $299?
MANUFACTURER Pioneer USA, 
pioneerelectronics.com, 800-421-1404

PLUS
• Auto-setup matches receiver to speakers

• Good selection of surround modes for 
movies and music

• Excellent remote control with LCD

MINUS
• Auto-EQ system might not improve sound

VSX-815
RATED POWER 100 W x 7 into 8 ohms 
with maximum 1% THD
DIMENSIONS 165⁄8 x 61⁄4 x 157⁄8 inches
WEIGHT 221⁄4 pounds
PRICE $365
MANUFACTURER Pioneer USA, 
pioneerelectronics.com, 800-421-1404

PLUS
• Auto-setup matches receiver to speakers

• Good selection of surround modes for 
movies and music

• Excellent remote control with LCD

MINUS
• Auto-EQ system might not improve sound

VSX-815

H
ow Pioneer’s designers man-
aged to cram all the functions 
they did into the VSX-815 is 
beyond me, but I’m glad they 

made the effort. Of course you get Dolby 
Digital EX and DTS-ES decoding along 
with Dolby Pro Logic IIx and DTS Neo:6, 
and as with the Marantz, the latter two of-
fer a full range of adjustments. You also get 
six ambience-synthesis modes that Pioneer 
recommends you try on music as well as 
soundtracks and virtual surround process-
ing for two-speaker and headphone listen-
ing. The “effect” level of many of 
these Advanced Surround modes can 
be adjusted, which isn’t always the 
case in budget receivers. 

While this may have little import 
in the near term, the VSX-815 is 
also one of the few devices of any 
kind that can decode signals in the 
Windows Media Audio 9 format 
(including its “lossless” mode)  
on the fl y — for instance, if you 
stream a WMA9 song from a 
computer or portable player in-
to one of the receiver’s digital 
audio inputs. To encourage that 
application, it has an optical 
connector on the front panel, 
a rare feature even on fl agship 
receivers.

Pioneer’s multicomponent, 
preprogrammed remote con-

trol neither glows in the dark nor lights up, 
but it has two things that compensate. An 
LCD readout tells you which of the pro-
grammed components you’re operating, and 
its silver color makes it easy to fi nd indi-
vidual buttons even in a fairly dark room 
(though it’s hard to read their labeling). 

SETUP Like the other two receivers in this 
group, the Pioneer has no onscreen display 
and counters this with an easy-setup mode 
where you choose among presets for speak-
er complement and room size. Here again, 
the presets will not likely match your set-

up close enough to give optimal re-
sults. But the Pioneer has anoth-
er card up its sleeve. It offers fully 
automatic setup — a feature that 
used to be found only in flagship 
models, though entry-level receiv-
ers need it most. 

You simply connect the supplied 
microphone to the corresponding 
front-panel input, place it at your lis-
tening position, press a few buttons, 
and wait for the VSX-815 to do its 
magic. The receiver sends test tones 
to each speaker in turn, and these are 
picked up by the mike and used to make 
the necessary adjustments for speaker 
“size” (based on its bass capability, not 
on whether it’s physically large or small), 
distance compensation, and balance levels. 
As a “bonus,” the automatic setup system 
can also equalize (EQ) your main speakers 

(all but the subwoofer, which receives only 
a level adjustment) to achieve a nice, fl at 
frequency response in your room.

MOVIE AND MUSIC PERFORMANCE The set-
tings for speaker size, distance, and lev-
el balance were essentially what I would 
have gotten with a careful manual setup, 
but the auto EQ made the tonal balance of 
our system too bright. Like other auto-EQ 
systems I’ve played with, Pioneer’s can do 
more harm than good with many high-qual-
ity speaker systems, but unlike most others, 
Pioneer’s lets you either turn it off or manu-
ally tweak the results and store them in two 
custom memories. Of course, being able to 
easily turn the EQ on and off makes it a 
cinch to decide whether you like its effect.

Happily, the Pioneer’s audio performance 
matched its user-friendliness and feature 
set. The receiver was extremely quiet, and 
it could play every bit as loud as the Ma-
rantz, both in listening tests and in the lab. 
This allowed all the surround modes to per-
form their magic without strain or obtrusive 
noise. You’ll be looking for the debris after 
the Phoenix crash!

PRICED BETWEEN THE SONY AND THE MARANTZ, 
Pioneer’s VSX-815 is a bargain. It’s easy to 
use, and with its auto-setup feature, you can 
be confi dent you’re getting the best possible 
performance out of your speakers.

The Bottom Line 
I can’t stress enough the importance of set-
ting up your receiver correctly — it’s the 
only way to get all the performance you’ve 
paid for. As long as you don’t ask it to play 
too loud, a properly set up budget-price re-
ceiver can deliver better sound with good 
speakers than an expensive receiver that 
hasn’t been correctly matched to those 
speakers.

Pioneer 
Auto setup and performance, too



The effects-laden crash landing in the Flight of the 
Phoenix DVD helped push these receivers to their limits.
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In this test, the SONY STR-DE698 was both 
the least expensive and the weakest entry, 
partly for its setup routine but primarily for  
less-than-robust power output. The MARANTZ 
SR4500 provided excellent performance and 
an impressive mix of surround mode op-
tions, but you’ll also need to do a manual 
speaker setup to get the most from it.

I’m amazed at what PIONEER managed to 
pack into the VSX-815 receiver. With its great 
mix of surround features, LCD-equipped re-

mote, auto-setup routine, and 
strong sonic performance, 
it’s my hands-down favorite 
here. If you’re in the market 
for a budget receiver — and 
especially if you’re recom-
mending one for that home 
theater neophyte in your life 
— this is definitely the one 
that you should check out 
first.  S&V


