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DISCOVERING THE WORLD OF JO
NESBØ’S HARRY HOLE

If you have a taste for dark, atmospheric
crime  fiction  with  a  deeply  flawed  yet
compelling detective at its centre,  you
have  likely  encountered  the  name  Jo
Nesbø.  The  Norwegian  author  has
captivated millions of readers worldwide
with his Harry Hole series, a collection of
novels  that  blends  gritty  realism,
intr icate  plott ing,  and  profound

character  studies.  However,  for  new
readers, the series can appear daunting.
With multiple books published over two
decades,  knowing  where  to  start  and
how to proceed is essential. This guide
provides  a  complete  overview  of  the
Harry  Hole  novels  in  order,  offering
insights  into  each  book,  thematic
developments, and the best approach to
experiencing  one  of  modern  crime
literature’s  most  celebrated  sagas.
Harry Hole is not your typical detective.
He  is  a  brilliant,  obsessive,  and  often
self-destructive investigator who battles
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his  own  demons  as  fiercely  as  he
pursues criminals. Set primarily in Oslo,
Norway,  the  series  transports  readers
into  a  world  of  relentless  rain,  snow-
covered streets, and the darkest corners
of the human psyche. From serial killers
to international conspiracies, each novel
builds  upon  the  last,  creating  a  rich,
interconnected  narrative  that  rewards
dedicated  readers.  Understanding  the
Harry  Hole  novels  in  order  is  not  just
about chronology; it is about witnessing
the  evolution  of  a  character  and  the
expanding scope of Nesbø’s storytelling
ambition.

THE COMPLETE HARRY HOLE
NOVELS IN ORDER

Presented  below  is  the  definitive  list  of
the  Harry  Hole  novels  in  publication

order. This is widely considered the best
way  to  read  the  series,  as  Nesbø’s
writing  style  matures,  character  arcs
develop, and plot references accumulate
with each installment.

1. The Bat (1997)
Harry  Hole’s  first  recorded  case  takes
him far from the familiar streets of Oslo.
In  The Bat,  Harry  is  sent  to  Sydney,
Australia, to investigate the murder of a
young  Norwegian  woman.  The  case
plunges  him  into  the  Aboriginal
underworld and introduces readers to his
unconventional  methods.  While  the
series’  signature  tone  is  still  finding  its
feet, this novel establishes Harry’s core
traits: his tenacity, his vulnerability, and
his complicated relationship with alcohol
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and authority. It is a solid, atmospheric
introduction  that  sets  the  stage  for
greater things to come.

2. Cockroaches
(1998)
Harry is dispatched again, this time to
Bangkok, Thailand, where the Norwegian
ambassador has been found murdered in
a seedy motel. Cockroaches dives into
political  corruption  and  the  seedy
underbelly  of  a  city  of  contrasts.  This
novel  deepens  Harry’s  backstory,
particularly his grief over a past trauma,
and begins to shape the more complex
narrative structures that define the later
books.  The  exotic  setting  offers  a  fresh
perspective, though the series truly hits

its stride in the subsequent Oslo-based
novels.

3. The Redbreast
(2000)
Widely regarded as the book where the
Harry  Hole  series  reaches  its  first  peak,
The Redbreast is a masterful blend of
historical  war  crimes  and  modern-day
conspiracy. Set largely in Oslo, the story
weaves together a neo-Nazi plot and a
haunting tale from World War II. Nesbø’s
plotting  becomes  significantly  more
sophist icated  here,  and  Harry’s
character gains substantial depth. This is
the  novel  that  catapulted  Nesbø  to
international  fame  and  a  clear  signal
that  this  was  a  series  to  be  taken
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seriously.

4. Nemesis
(2002)
A bank robber turns out to be something
far  more  sinister  in  Nemesis.  When
Harry  investigates  a  case  that  hits
disturbingly  close  to  home,  he  finds
himself  entangled  in  a  web  of  deceit,
manipulation,  and  murder.  The  novel
features  a  complex,  multi-layered  plot
with a stunning final twist. It also delves
d e e p e r  i n t o  H a r r y ’ s  p e r s o n a l
relationships,  particularly  his  fraught
dynamic with his colleague and friend,
Beate  Lønn.  Nemesis  i s  a  taut ,
psychological  thriller  that  showcases
Nesbø’s  growing  confidence  as  a

storyteller.

5. The Devil’s
Star (2003)
Oslo is in the grip of a heatwave, and a
serial killer is leaving a signature calling
card: a small red diamond. The Devil’s
Star  is  a  relentless,  claustrophobic
thriller  that  forces Harry to  confront  a
killer who seems to be always one step
ahead. This novel introduces the brilliant
but unsettling Tom Waaler, a character
who  becomes  a  crucial  figure  in  Harry’s
life. The book’s ending is both shocking
and emotionally resonant, cementing its
place as a fan favourite.
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6. The Redeemer
(2005)
A  Christmas-season  crime  story,  The
Redeemer  fo l lows  Harry  as  he
investigates the murder of  a  Salvation
Army soldier.  The trail  leads deep into
the  organisation’s  history  and  secrets.
Nesbø’s ability to create a sense of place
is on full display here, with Oslo’s cold
winter  serving  as  a  chilling  backdrop.
This  is  a  more  somber,  reflective  novel
that  exp lo res  themes  o f  fa i th ,
redemption,  and  sacrifice,  while  still
delivering  the  taut  suspense  readers
expect.

7. The Snowman
(2007)
Perhaps the most  famous book in  the
series, The Snowman is a masterpiece
of modern crime fiction. When a woman
disappears  on  the  day  of  the  first
snowfall, Harry begins to suspect a serial
k i l l e r  who  has  been  opera t ing
undetected  for  years.  The  novel  is  a
relentless,  terrifying  ride,  featuring  a
genuinely  chilling  villain  and  some  of
Nesbø’s  most  audacious  plot  twists.  It
was adapted into a major motion picture
and  remains  the  benchmark  against
which  other  Nordic  noir  is  measured.
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8. The Leopard
(2009)
After  the  traumatic  events  of  The
Snowman, Harry has fled to Hong Kong.
The Leopard brings him back to Oslo to
investigate  a  series  of  gruesome
murders  linked  to  a  mysterious  killer
who  uses  a  unique  and  horrifying
weapon.  This  is  a  darker,  more  brutal
novel that pushes Harry to his absolute
limits. The story is sprawling, taking the
reader from the streets of Hong Kong to
the mountains of Norway, and it deepens
the  series’  mythology  while  delivering
visceral thrills.

9. Phantom
(2011)
Harry returns to Oslo after three years in
the wilderness, and this time the case is
profoundly  personal.  Phantom  sees
Harry  investigating  a  heroin  ring  that
may have ensnared his  surrogate son,
Oleg.  The  novel  is  a  heart-wrenching
exploration of addiction, fatherhood, and
the cost of Harry’s lifelong war against
crime.  Its  structure,  shifting  between
past  and  present,  is  innovative  and
emotionally  devastating.  This  book
marks  a  significant  turning point  for  the
character.
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10. Police (2013)
In  Police,  a  killer  is  targeting  police
officers  at  the  scenes  of  their  old,
unsolved  cases.  The  novel  is  a  direct
sequel to Phantom and resolves many
of the lingering plot  threads from that
book.  It  is  a  complex,  multi-voice
narrative  that  brings  together  several
characters  from  the  series’  history.
Police is both a satisfying conclusion to
a story  arc  and a  gripping standalone
thriller that reaffirms Nesbø’s mastery of
the genre.

11. The Thirst

(2017)
Harry has retired from the police force
and is trying to build a normal life. The
Thirst  drags  him  back  into  the  fray
when  a  vampire-obsessed  serial  killer
begins stalking Oslo’s dating scene. The
novel is a sharp commentary on modern
technology and the dark side of human
connection. It revitalises the series for a
new era while staying true to its  core
themes. The pacing is relentless, and the
vi l lain  is  one  of  the  series’  most
disturbing  creations.

12. Knife (2019)
Knife  is perhaps the most emotionally
devastating entry in the series. Harry’s
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life falls apart in spectacular fashion as
he  faces  a  personal  tragedy  that
changes everything. The novel is a raw,
gut-wrenching  exploration  of  grief  and
guilt,  interwoven  with  a  brutal  crime
story. It is a testament to Nesbø’s skill
that  he  can  balance  such  profound
emotional weight with the demands of a
gripping  thriller.  Knife  is  essential
reading for  anyone invested in Harry’s
journey.

13. Killing Moon
(2023)
The  most  recent  novel  in  the  series,
Killing  Moon,  finds  Harry  in  Los
Angeles,  a  city  that  mirrors  his  own
internal darkness. Summoned by an old

friend  to  help  investigate  a  string  of
murders linked to a mysterious woman,
Harry is drawn into a world of wealth,
corruption,  and desperation.  The novel
expands the series’ geographical scope
while  maintaining  its  signature  noir
atmosphere.  It  is  a  powerful,  mature
work that suggests Harry’s story is far
from over.

ALTERNATIVE READING ORDERS
FOR THE HARRY HOLE SERIES

Whi le  pub l i ca t ion  o rder  i s  the
recommended  approach,  there  are
alternative ways to experience the Harry
Hole novels. Some readers prefer to start
with  The  Redbreast,  as  it  is  the  first
book  truly  set  in  Oslo  and  marks  a
significant  leap  in  quality.  Others  jump
straight into The Snowman, drawn by
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its fame, and then go back to read the
earlier novels as prequels. However, this
approach  can  spoil  key  character
developments  and  plot  twists  from
previous  books.  For  the  r ichest
experience,  reading  the  Harry  Hole
novels  in  publication order  is  the only
way  to  fully  appreciate  the  slow-burn
evolution of the main character and the
intricate web of relationships that Nesbø
has woven over more than two decades.

THEMATIC DEPTH AND
CHARACTER EVOLUTION

One of the greatest rewards of reading
the  Harry  Hole  novels  in  order  is
witnessing  the  thematic  depth  unfold.
The series is not simply a collection of
cr ime  stor ies ;  i t  i s  a  susta ined
meditation  on  justice,  moral ity,

addiction, and redemption. Harry Hole is
a  character  who  consistently  fails  as
much as he succeeds,  and his  flaws are
not  merely  quirks  but  central  to  the
narrative  engine.  His  battle  with
alcoholism, his fraught relationships with
women, and his obsession with solving
cases  at  any  personal  cost  make  him
one of the most compelling detectives in
fiction.
As the series progresses, Nesbø’s prose
becomes  more  refined,  his  plots  more
audacious,  and  his  willingness  to  take
r isks  with  h is  protagonist  more
pronounced.  The  la ter  nove ls ,
particularly Phantom and Knife, display
a maturity and emotional honesty that
elevate  the  series  beyond  genre  fiction.
Reading the books in order allows you to
see this growth in real-time, turning the
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series  into  a  novel-length  character
study  disguised  as  a  crime  saga.

WHY START WITH HARRY HOLE
TODAY?

In an era saturated with crime dramas
and  detective  series,  the  Harry  Hole
novels  stand  apart  for  their  literary
ambition,  their  unflinching  portrayal  of
human darkness, and their unforgettable
central character. Jo Nesbø has created a
world that feels both deeply specific and
universally  resonant.  Whether  you  are
new to Nordic noir or a seasoned reader
of  the genre,  committing to  the Harry
Hole novels in order is an investment in
one  of  the  most  rewarding  series  in
contemporary fiction.
The books are thrilling, yes, but they are
also moving. They are violent, but never

gratuitous.  They  are  complex,  but
always accessible.  And at the heart of
every story is  Harry Hole:  a man who
keeps  fighting,  even  when  the  fight
seems hopeless. That is why millions of
readers  around  the  world  have  made
him their  favourite detective,  and why
the journey through his cases is one well
worth taking.

CONCLUSION

Navigating  the  Harry  Hole  novels  in
order is the definitive way to experience
Jo Nesbø’s masterpiece series. From the
early,  globe-trotting adventures in The
Bat  and  Cockroaches,  through  the
Os lo -cent r i c  b r i l l i ance  o f  The
Redbreast, The Snowman, and Knife,
to the latest LA-set installment Killing
Moon, each book builds on the last to
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create a sprawling, emotionally resonant
cr ime  saga.  Whether  you  are  a
newcomer or a long-time fan revisiting
the  series,  the  journey  through  Harry
Hole’s world is as unforgettable as the

detective  himself.  Pick  up  the  first  book
today, and prepare to be drawn into one
of  the  greatest  crime  fiction  series  ever
written.


