
I AM BECAUSE YOU ARE

GHERDAI HASSELL



DRIVEN BY AN EXPLORATION 
of her own ancestral heritage, in this exhibition, Gherdai 

Hassell examines the lasting impacts of slavery: re-imagining 

the identities of enslaved Bermudians in a series of striking 

portraits, texts, and installation inspired by the Bermuda Slave 

Registers and historic photographs in the Bermuda Archives.

The title of the exhibition, I Am Because You Are, is a 

reference to the African proverb, “Ubuntu.” The saying, 

which speaks to our shared humanity, is taken from 

the Zulu phrase, “Umuntu ngumuntu ngabantu” which 

directly translates as: “a person is a person through other 

people.”  In scrutinizing her personal history, Hassell 

weaves an imagined narrative of Bermuda and its people, 

merging past, present, and future. 

In 2019, Gherdai Hassell uncovered a family tree which 

traced her lineage back eight generations from Bermuda 

via St Kitts to Africa, where her ancestor was captured and 

enslaved. Her family’s journey mirrors that of many Black 

Bermudians and the estimated 12 million Africans who were 

forced into slavery and transported across the trans-Atlantic 

slave route between the 16th and 19th centuries. 

In searching for photographs of her 

family, Hassell was led to the Bermuda 

Archives. There, she discovered the 

existence of the Bermuda Slave 

Registers: ledgers which were kept 

between 1821 and 1834 to ensure 

that those who held people in slavery 

would be financially compensated 

for the loss of their ‘property’ as 

abolition approached and was passed 

in Bermuda in 1834. 

In the archives, Hassell also came 

across a number of photographic 

portraits of the descendants of 

slaves, taken by N.E. Lusher in the 

1890s, which she uses as a starting 

point to re-imagine the complex 

identities of Black Bermudians. 

Working from an AfroFuturist and 

AfroCentric perspective, Hassell 

uses collage as a metaphor for the 

multi-layered identities both imposed 

upon and stolen from the enslaved. 

She says: “Our lives are an assemblage 

of identities, experiences, stories, and 

memories. Driven by an exploration of 

my own ancestral heritage, I examine 

the lasting impacts of slavery, 

memory, and erasure to decolonize 

the archive.”

Alongside portraits, in What Remains 

to be Seen, Hassell has produced her 

own Bermuda Slave Register: a magical-

realist take on the historic ledgers in 

which she lists the re-imaged names 

and identities of three hundred and 

fifty individuals who feature in the 

installation as photographic collages. 

She says: “I use layered symbolism 

and historical, archival imagery 

throughout the work as both meditation 

and access point. Working with the 

art process in this way, I imagine 

and call upon ancestral memory 

and archival resurrection to bring to 
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the forefront faces, bodies, stories and spirits that have been often systematically 

erased from the dominant narrative.”

In I Am Because You Are, Gherdai Hassell creates a deliberate, living relationship 

with historic materials in order to give a voice to those who were silenced. In so 

doing, she reminds us that “Black people as the descendants of the slave trade 

exist more as a human accomplishment than as the remains of human destruction.”
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The Winds of Orisha, 2020

Mixed media, oil paint, acrylic 
paint and collage on canvas

18 x 24 inches

What my Children Learn 
of the Sea, 2020

Mixed media, oil paint, acrylic 
paint and collage on canvas

18 x 24 inches

Atlas of Afterimage, 2020

Mixed media, oil paint, acrylic 
paint and collage on canvas

24 x 30 inches

Bridge Through my Window 

2020

Mixed media, oil paint, acrylic 
paint and collage on canvas

24 x 30 inches

What Remains to be Seen 
Black – Then ‘Til Now 
(details)

2021

Acrylic paint and digital 
collaged archival photographs 
on acetate sheets, accordion 
book with ink and acrylic paint 

Size variable 

Rights of Passage  

2020

Mixed media, oil paint, acrylic 
paint and collage on canvas

24 x 30 inches
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This exhibition is sponsored by the Department of Community and Cultural 
Affairs, the Bermuda Arts Council and the Centennial Bermuda Foundation.

City Hall & Arts Centre, Hamilton

www.bermudanationalgallery.com  

director@bng.bm • 441 295-9428

Follow us on instagram at 
@bermuda_nationalgallery
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