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Takashi Horisaki, #InstaBonsai_PalmTree_purple2025 and
#InstaBonsai_Non-Native_Surface, 2025. © Takashi Horisaki

After eighteen years of living in New York City, artist Takashi Horisaki (b. Tokyo) moved to Los Angeles in
January 2024. When the wildfires struck in January of 2025, he could just glimpse the smoke from the
Santa Monica mountains out of his studio’s clerestory windows, alongside the foliage of a lone palm tree.
Already struck by the strange relationship of the non-native palm trees to the Los Angeles cityscape, their
role as additional combustible material that intensified the fires, and his own experience of watching the
palm trees through his window to judge where the smoke was heading, provoked him to dig more deeply
into the history of this plant-turned-symbol.

#InstaBonsai_Palm Shadows addresses the gap between the image and the reality of the palm tree as it
developed in California. Native palm trees in California are extremely limited and very different from those
we usually associate with Los Angeles. Instead, most of the palm trees found throughout the state have
been planted by human hands. Starting in the 18th century, the California Missions—a series of Christian
missions established by Spain—began planting palm trees as a religious symbol. Subsequent
development after the pioneer era, combined with the image of Hollywood and beach culture, fostered the
current image of tall palm trees with rounded tops. While not invasive, a variety of non-native palm trees
lining streets, adorning the yards of mansions, and populating parks have taken root in the contemporary
imagination of the California landscape. Unfortunately, this vegetation has taken a toll on the
environment, exacerbating current climate change as it provides little shade and minimal filtration of air
and soil. The palm tree standing charred after a wildfire, and its contrast with the past beachy, sun-
drenched, leisurely image of the tree, seems emblematic of our new cultural and climatic reality.

#InstaBonsai_Palm Tree Bonsai continues Horisaki’s #InstaBonsai series, initially inspired by the variety
of forms that “bonsai” took under the hashtag #bonsai on Instagram, #InstaBonsai is a series of ceramic
sculptures and cactus planters, photographs, Instagram posts, postcards, and drawings that consider the
circulation of images and culture in the age of social media. Recognizing the organizing logic of the
Instagram square and the hashtag aggregator as a means of flattening visual culture into de-hierarchical
networked databases that also strip them of context and nuance, Horisaki saw in the social media
experience on smartphones, iPads, and laptops a continuation of modernist practices of commodification
and universalization of plants and culture. In fact, bonsai as a form was initially codified in the early
twentieth century, as a result of being featured as “traditional” cultural products (adapted from Chinese
horticultural techniques) in nineteenth-century Japanese pavilions at the earliest World’s Fairs. Their
forms and presentation are thus intimately tied to cultural politics and colonial trade, much as European



industrial fair presentations promoted the circulation of tropical indoor plants, and as the trade in cacti has
been accelerated by social media’s fetishization of nomadic lifestyle images.

While earlier iterations of the #InstaBonsai series explore these histories, more recent iterations consider
the ways video conferencing, Facebook Reels, and Tiktok video presentation methods shape our
relationships to objects. In #Instabonsai Banpaku Remix (2021), Horisaki used the greenscreen feature in
Zoom, the videoconferencing platform that developed rapidly during the pandemic, to overlay historical
patterns from Japanese objects displayed at World’s Fairs onto portions of the installation accessible only
through the remote live feed of the space, creating distinct physical and virtual experiences of the work.
#InstaBonsai Kaiten Kuru Kuru, by contrast, plays with the use of rotating display stands and the flatness
of social media images by creating distinctive scaffolding-like backs to the bonsai sculptures that are
revealed by the turning of automated rotating turntables. Set within mass-produced lkea furniture that
mimics the uniformity of Instagram squares, touting bonsai inspired by Instagram, Minecraft, and Lego
sets, Horisaki's #InstaBonsai series plays with the resonances between cultural forms to consider how
materiality and image push up against each other as they shape our understanding of belonging, place,
and identity in contemporary culture.
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