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John R. Miller belongs to the rare breed of songwriters whose expansive introspection uncovers so many truths about the state of the human condition. On his new album Heat Comes Down, the West Virginia-raised, Nashville-based artist intimately narrates his sleepless nights and nostalgic daydreams, existential dread, and nuanced observations of the troubled world around him. But while a number of its songs convey a certain unease, Miller endlessly imparts the kind of lovely reassurance that can only come from shared catharsis. “Whenever I’ve got a lot of thoughts bouncing around my head, alchemizing that energy into something creative helps take the gravity out of them and quiets them down for a while,” says Miller. “For me this album is largely about anxiety in many forms: the things that cause it, what it causes in turn, and the moments of clarity in between. Listening back to it now, most of the songs seem like they’re trying to answer the questions I’ve been asking myself.”
The follow-up to his 2021 Rounder Records debut Depreciated—an album hailed by SPIN for its “refreshingly raw honesty, reflectiveness, and the undeniable beauty in discovery and growth”—Heat Comes Down finds Miller teaming up with producers Andrija Tokic and John James Tourville (both known for their work with artists like Sunny War and The Deslondes). Over a three day session at The Bomb Shelter (Tokic’s Nashville studio), Miller joined forces with several members of his longtime live band (drummer John Clay Burchett, guitarist J. Tom Hnatow, fiddle player Chloe Edmonstone) as well as bassist Craig Burletic and Jeff Taylor (a multi-instrumentalist whose credits include Willie Nelson and Elvis Costello). With its understated but gorgeously detailed convergence of country and folk-rock, Heat Comes Down hits with a potent impact despite its exquisite intricacy—a dynamic suited to an artist whose background includes playing in punk bands in high school and touring as a member of an old-time string band in his 20s. “I think the feeling in the room heavily contributes to the feeling of a record, and that room was full of people I love very much,” Miller points out. “We all felt free to open up and fool around and experiment with different ideas, which helped us create something that hopefully feels warm and inviting to everyone.”  
On the album-opening “Nobody Has to Know Your Mind,” Miller immediately draws the audience deep into his inner world, offering up a gently swinging cosmic-country tune etched with his self-aware humor (from the second verse: “Give me a mile, I’ll take an inch/Give me a shovel, I can dig my own ditch”). “In my more socially anxious moments, it’s easy to feel like my thoughts are written all over me,” he says. "That song is essentially a reminder to get out of my own head and be more present with whatever's going on in the room." 
Composed after a head-clearing walk in a nearby park, “Nobody Has to Know Your Mind” unfolds in lush pedal-steel tones and luminous fiddle melodies as Miller takes in the more extraordinary elements of his surroundings (singing frogs, low-flying passenger planes), slowly transforming the song’s title into a soul-soothing mantra. By the time the track closes out, Miller has made an unequivocal case for enchantment as an antidote to anxiety, all while casting his own strange spell on the listener.
That spell endures all throughout Heat Comes Down, thanks in large part to Miller’s lived-in yet poetic storytelling and naturalistic vocal work. On “Ditcher,” he delivers a disarming piece of self-reflection owning up to his avoidant tendencies, including the sweetly sardonic bit of confession that lent the album its title (“When the pressure’s on and the heat comes down/You won’t find me hangin’ around/Gone lookin’ for higher ground/From which to fall”). “I’d been awake about 36 hours when that one came about,” Miller reveals. “I was demoing some songs in the basement, and once I start digging into a project like that I lose all track of time. The song came to me quickly and I recorded it right away and left it mostly unchanged, which is definitely an anomaly for me.”
Later, on “Conspiracies, Cults, and UFOs,” Heat Comes Down turns sublimely frenetic as Miller unleashes a feverish diatribe he sums up as “part road ode, part yelling into the void about the things people will believe just because they’re told to.” “I’m not a conspiracy-theorist myself, but I’ve always been fascinated by what people get into their heads and obsess over,” he says. “It used to seem funny to me, but now I mostly find it alarming—especially as it’s becoming more and more difficult for people to discern what’s true and what isn’t.” Fueled by Miller’s motormouth vocal delivery and a glorious triple-guitar attack (courtesy of Hnatow, Tourville, and Miller himself), “Conspiracies, Cults, and UFOs” reaches a hair-raising peak at the bridge, when Taylor lays down the most explosive piano solo this side of Jerry Lee Lewis. “We did most of the album live to tape, but with that one we needed a second take with just the band,” Miller recalls. “I got to sit in the control room and watch, and when Jeff did that piano part I involuntarily shouted.”
The most unabashedly autobiographical track on Heat Comes Down, “Basements” emerged as Miller looked back on his life as a working musician and occasionally unearthed fragments of insight (“We were unrepentant trouble, cynical and self-righteous/Black Labels in the moonlight underneath the ancient cypress/They make off with what you sow/But you can’t reap what you still owe”). “I started touring when I was 20 and did it for so long that being transient became the default mode,” he says. “When everything shut down, I had to take a look at what I’d been doing with my life, and that song helped me compartmentalize all the different phases I’d been through.” Originally written as an attempt at self-understanding, “Basements” sets that unfiltered reminiscence against a hypnotic sonic backdrop layered with otherworldly details (the dreamy chime of glockenspiel, the shadowy tones of a ’70s-era electronic keyboard known as the Optigan). “It was really more of a journal entry, but people encouraged me to put it on the album even though I’m uncomfortable with how naked the lyrics feel,” says Miller. “I guess sometimes you just have to live with your discomfort.”
Raised in the Eastern Panhandle of West Virginia, Miller first started honing his singular songwriting voice as a teenager, in between playing gigs at local church halls with his various garage bands. In his late teens, he crossed paths with a group of musicians who introduced him to traditional fiddle music, which proved to be pivotal in his growth as an artist. “There was a whole world I didn’t know about, and I got to learning about all these folk tunes that had been passed down orally for generations,” he says. “My first touring group was a string band; we drove around in a Dodge Caravan for quite a few years, playing square dances and bluegrass festivals and a whole lot of bars. Part of the beauty of that music is it’s not easily commercialized—it’s about sharing tunes and knowledge, and it made me realize that music is meant to be a communal act.” During that same era, Miller had another major breakthrough upon discovering the music of John Prine. “Hearing John Prine for the first time made me rethink what a song could be, and showed me how you could have a profound impact on someone just by virtue of sharing a simple story or experience they might relate to,” he says. “The life I’m living now started then—it was a real awakening moment.”
For the closing track to Heat Comes Down, Miller selected the very first song he’d written for the album. Lit up in bright rhythms and radiant harmonies (supplied by an all-female trio of backing vocalists), “Press On” imparts a spirited message of perseverance despite its weary undercurrent. “I wrote ‘Press On’ in summer 2020 after not writing all year,” he says. “I was just trying to get back into a routine, which in a way is what the song is about: that need to continually relearn how to tie your own shoes. It felt like an optimistic way to close the album, and that was important to me.” To that end, Miller hopes that Heat Comes Down might ultimately provide his audience with something of a salve. “As much as this record is about anxiety and fear and trepidation, I think it’s also about love,” he says. "My hope is that there's some universality in the specifics of the songs, and that people find comfort in knowing that someone else feels just the same way they do.”
