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After a tumultuous 2020 that involved the beginnings of a pandemic and 
worldwide upheaval, the art world began to slowly go back to a form of normal in 
2021. Along with that shift came a number of developments that brought art-
making in new and unexpected developments. There was the rise of a new 
medium, and there was the return of performance art. There were artworks that 
spoke to a continued reckoning with systemic racism, and there were powerful 
pieces that offered forms of healing in a time when illness was prevalent. There 
was no shortage of creativity on display. The list below, featuring 15 works that 
defined this year, attests to that. 
 
Despite the fact that some were able to get vaccinated and resume social 
activities, not everyone went back to traveling internationally. Possibly for that 
reason, some cast their eyes toward artworks of the past and considered them 
anew. For that reason, this list includes several works that were produced 
decades ago but speak to the current moment. 
 
To look back on the past 12 months in art-making, below is a survey of some of 
the most important artworks made or presented in a new light in 2021. 
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Dawoud Bey, “In This Here Place” (2021) 
 

 
Dawoud Bey, Cabin and Benches, 2019. 

Dawoud Bey has become widely known for his work mining African American 
histories, but he outdid himself with his new photographic series, “In This Here 
Place,” which features images of sites where Louisiana plantations once stood. 
But the subjects of these haunting black and white is less those structures than 
the slave cabins that can be seen along the west banks of the Mississippi River. 
In taking these pictures and displaying them now, Bey has said he aims to 
connect past forms of oppression to the violent policing of Black people in the 
country that takes place today. “For me, there’s a straight line that can be drawn 
from the plantation to George Floyd,” Bey told the T: The New York Times 
Magazine. —Angelica Villa 
 
 


