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INTRODUCTION: WHY THE ART OF THE RIFLE STILL MATTERS

For decades,  shooters have searched for  a single resource that combines precision technique,
practical  philosophy,  and  a  deep  respect  for  the  firearm.  Few  books  have  achieved  the  lasting
influence of Jeff Cooper's The Art of the Rifle Book. Originally published in the late 20th century,
this slim but powerful volume remains a cornerstone of marksmanship literature. Whether you are a
seasoned hunter,  a  competitive  precision  shooter,  or  someone just  beginning  to  explore  riflecraft,
understanding the principles laid out in The Art of the Rifle Book can transform how you approach
the rifle. It is not merely a manual of techniques; it is a mindset, a discipline, and a call to master
both the tool and the self.
In an era of endless online videos and fragmented advice, Cooper's book stands as a concise,
authoritative guide. It teaches not just how to shoot, but how to think about shooting. This article
explores the core teachings of The Art of the Rifle Book, its historical context, and why it remains
essential reading for anyone serious about rifle marksmanship.

THE MAN BEHIND THE BOOK: JEFF COOPER AND HIS PHILOSOPHY

To  appreciate  The  Art  of  the  Rifle  Book,  one  must  first  understand  its  author.  Jeff  Cooper
(1920–2006) was a Marine Corps officer, a competitive shooter, and a prolific writer. He founded the
American Pistol Institute (later Gunsite) and was a leading voice in the development of modern
shooting techniques. Cooper's philosophy emphasized marksmanship as both a practical skill and a
moral  discipline.  He  believed  that  the  rifle  user  must  be  a  thinking,  responsible  individual,  not
merely  a  trigger  puller.
Cooper’s earlier work, The Art of the Rifle, was first published in 1997, but its principles are timeless.
He distilled decades of teaching and competition experience into a few core ideas. The book is
famously short—around 100 pages—yet packs an extraordinary depth of insight. Its brevity forces
the reader to focus on essentials. Cooper argued that The Art of the Rifle Book is not a substitute
for live-fire practice, but a mental framework that makes every round count.

Cooper’s Three Key Tenets
Rifle as Precision Instrument: Cooper saw the rifle as a tool capable of incredible accuracy,
requiring the shooter to be its master, not its servant.
Mindset Over Hardware: No matter how expensive the rifle, an undisciplined mind will

never shoot well. The shooter's attitude and concentration are paramount.
Practical Application: The book emphasizes hunting and service rifle contexts, not just
benchrest shooting. The art is meant for real-world use.

CORE TEACHINGS OF THE ART OF THE RIFLE BOOK

What exactly does The Art of the Rifle Book contain? Its chapters cover the fundamentals: sight
alignment,  trigger control,  breathing,  and follow-through. Yet Cooper’s approach is  distinct.  He
breaks down the shot sequence into discrete, manageable steps and stresses the importance of
mental rehearsal before physical action.

1. The Scout Rifle Concept
One of  the most  famous ideas in  The Art of  the Rifle Book  is  the Scout Rifle  concept.  Cooper
defined an ideal general-purpose rifle: lightweight, with a forward-mounted optical sight (the "scout
scope"),  and chambered in  a  powerful  but  manageable  caliber  such as  .308 Winchester.  This
concept revolutionized modern rifle design and influenced many manufacturers. The book explains
why  such  a  rifle  is  versatile  for  hunting,  target  shooting,  and  even  defensive  use.  The  Scout  Rifle
idea exemplifies Cooper’s philosophy: a tool that balances accuracy, handling, and portability.

2. The Three-Step Shot Process
Cooper teaches that every shot consists of three mental phases: preparation, execution, and
follow-through.  In the preparation phase, the shooter establishes a stable position, aligns the
sights,  and controls  breathing.  Execution is  the smooth,  surprise  break of  the trigger  without
disturbing sight alignment. Follow-through is the brief moment after the shot, where the shooter
remains focused on the target and checks the impact. This structured approach helps eliminate
flinching and rushing.

3. Position Shooting Fundamentals
Unlike  many  modern  texts  that  focus  heavily  on  benchrest  shooting,  The Art  of  the  Rifle  Book
dedicates  significant  attention  to  field  positions:  prone,  sitting,  kneeling,  and  standing.  Cooper
provides clear instructions for assuming each position quickly and reliably. He emphasizes the use of
the sling as a stability aid, a technique often neglected today. The book’s diagrams and descriptions
make these positions accessible even to beginners.
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THE PRONE POSITION

Cooper considers prone the most stable field position. He advises keeping the body aligned behind
the rifle, using a solid rest from the ground, and employing the sling for a "wrist lock" that steadies
the entire system.

THE SITTING POSITION

Perhaps the most versatile, the sitting position uses the tripod of both legs and the buttocks. Cooper
describes two variations: cross-legged and open-legged. The key is to keep the elbows locked into
the knees to create a rigid support.

THE KNEELING AND STANDING POSITIONS

These are less stable but necessary in many terrains. Cooper teaches how to use a sitting on the
heel, a stable foot position, and proper sling tension to maximize control.

PRACTICAL APPLICATION: HUNTING AND COMPETITION

The Art of the Rifle Book is not an academic text; it is a practical manual. Cooper draws heavily
from his experience hunting dangerous game in Africa and competing in high-power rifle matches.
He stresses that the true test of rifle skill is under field conditions, not on a static range. The book
includes  advice  on  estimating  range,  reading  wind,  and  making  quick  adjustments.  Cooper
advocates for the "one shot,  one kill"  ethic,  which applies both to hunting and to competitive
precision shooting.

Rifle Selection and Maintenance
Even though Cooper focuses on skill, he dedicates a chapter to choosing a rifle. He recommends a
bolt-action with a controlled-round feed, a strong scope mounted low, and a well-balanced stock.
The  Art  of  the  Rifle  Book  also  covers  basic  maintenance:  keeping  the  bore  clean,  checking
screws, and ensuring reliable feeding. However, Cooper warns against over-cleaning—a delicate
balance between reliability and wear.

Ammunition and Ballistics
The book introduces the reader to the importance of knowing your cartridge. Cooper discusses
trajectory,  energy  retention,  and  bullet  construction.  He  emphasizes  that  a  sharp  shooter
understands the limitations of his ammunition and adjusts accordingly. While he does not delve into
extreme  long-range  mathematics,  he  provides  enough  information  for  a  rifleman  to  make  sound
decisions  in  the  field.

THE PHILOSOPHICAL DIMENSION: RIFLE AS A MORAL INSTRUMENT

One  of  the  most  distinctive  aspects  of  The  Art  of  the  Rifle  Book  is  its  ethical  tone.  Cooper
believed  that  the  rifle  should  be  used  only  in  controlled,  purposeful  contexts—hunting  for  food  or
conservation, competition for self-improvement, and defense as a last resort.  He was a strong
advocate of responsible gun ownership and often criticized careless or aggressive behavior. This
philosophical layer elevates the book beyond a simple how-to manual. It teaches that mastering the
rifle also means mastering one's character.
Cooper’s writing style is direct, even blunt. He does not hesitate to criticize what he calls "the pop-
and-drop" mentality of run-and-gun competitions. For Cooper, precision and thoughtfulness always
trump speed for speed's sake. This perspective has made The Art of the Rifle Book  a polarizing
work among some modern shooters, but it has also earned it a loyal following among traditionalists
and hunters.

WHY READ THE ART OF THE RIFLE BOOK TODAY?

In  a world of  high-tech scopes,  ballistic  calculators,  and tactical  gear,  The Art of the Rifle Book
seems almost quaint. Yet its core insights remain as relevant as ever. The book strips away the
noise and returns to fundamentals: sight alignment, trigger control, breathing, and mindset.
Many  contemporary  shooting  coaches  still  reference  Cooper’s  work.  The  Scout  Rifle  concept  has
spawned  a  genre  of  rifles  and  accessories.  And  the  book’s  emphasis  on  mental  discipline  is  a
welcome  antidote  to  the  stress  of  modern  life.
Moreover,  The Art of the Rifle Book  is  a  quick read but  a lifelong reference.  Its  wisdom can be
applied  by  shooters  of  all  skill  levels.  Beginners  will  find  a  clear  path  forward,  while  experienced
riflemen  will  rediscover  forgotten  principles.  The  book’s  brevity  also  makes  it  easy  to  carry  in  a
range  bag  for  periodic  review.

Comparison with Other Marksmanship
Books
There are many fine shooting manuals, such as Light in the Field by Jim Broach or Precision Shooting
at 1,000 Yards.  However,  The Art of the Rifle Book  occupies a unique niche.  It  is  less technical
than Lones Wigger's The Art of Shooting but more practical than historical works. Cooper’s book
balances theory and application with a personal voice that few others match.

CONCLUSION: A TIMELESS CLASSIC FOR THE RIFLEMAN

Whether you are a hunter preparing for a season in the mountains, a competition shooter refining
your  prone  position,  or  a  new rifle  owner  seeking  a  solid  foundation,  The Art  of  the Rifle Book
deserves a place on your shelf. Its lessons are direct, its philosophy grounded, and its advice battle-
tested. Jeff Cooper wrote this book not to sell gear but to pass on a tradition of rifle excellence. By
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studying and applying its principles, you honor that tradition and improve your own marksmanship. Pick up a copy, read it slowly, and then head to the range with a notebook and a clear mind. The art
of the rifle is waiting for you.


