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“The Lure of Artistic Vision and Commercial Prerogative:

A Japanese Artist’s Vision of Manchukuo, 1935 and 1943”

“Art does not reproduce what is visible, but renders (it) visible.”  --Paul Klee

Introduction:

Northeast China, known as “Manchuria” by imperial Japan, drew Japanese observers, and especially artists, in the twenties and thirties because of its romantic image as a wide, open-spaced frontier region with quaint local customs. After the 1932 establishment of the Japanese puppet state of Manchukuo, Japanese artists soon became part of a Japanese-led cultural project of disseminating images of the new state to a domestic Japanese and foreign audience—mainly those from English-speaking countries who did not officially recognize it. They became both active and passive collaborators in producing propaganda. However, from a more practical economic standpoint, the employees of the South Manchuria Railway Company (SMRC) and other Japanese urban colonists also provided an important market for the works of these artists who often found it difficult to subsist following their vocation in their home country.  

I investigate the career of the Japanese avant-garde painter Ai Mitsu (1907-1946)
 and the more personal concerns that brought him multiple times to Manchukuo—the invitations of close relatives settling in the region and the desire for financial stability while practicing his art.
  I examine his exhibitions in Manchukuo department stores and SMRC employee clubs while discussing the places, people, and themes he chose to represent in his artistic work. I will look at how the Japanese-framed state of Manchukuo served Ai Mitsu’s purpose as a formerly left-wing artist interested in furthering his career while satisfying his romantic fascination with the continent.

Ai Mitsu’s Visits to Shanghai and Manchukuo, 1933 and 1935

The transnational travel and career of Ai Mitsu (born Ishimura Nichirô in Hiroshima, Japan), an avant-garde artist working in the mode of Surrealism, is a representative example of the “artistic contact nebulas” arising out of the cultural interaction between the metropole and the colonial periphery, spurred by the Manchukuo government and the SMRC’s promotion of naichi [domestic Japanese] artists exhibiting in Manchukuo in the mid-thirties to early-forties.
  The fact that these artists would often paint subjects related to what they saw in Manchukuo was not lost on these entities so concerned with representations of the new state.  Ai Mitsu visited Japanese colonial territories in Manchukuo, Korea, and China (Shanghai) three times to sell his works and gain inspiration for his art by viewing the distinctiveness of the landscape and the Japanese-led development of the continent.

During his early career as an artist, Ai Mitsu’s particular character was much noted for his eccentricity and relentless pursuit of his art, despite his poverty and often ill health (figure 1).  He went up to Tokyo in the spring of 1924, and studied art with the Taihei yôga-kai kenkyûjo [Pacific Arts Institute], joining the avant-garde, anti-establishment art exhibition venue Nikkaten [Second Section] in 1926.  In his late teens and early twenties, Ai Mitsu also performed in the leftist Tsukiji Little Theatre, populated by such iconoclastic types as the androgenous MAVOists presided over by the constructivist artist Murayama Tomoyoshi (1901-1977).  There, the delicate youth played female roles, even wearing his Pierrot-like make-up with rouge, eye shadow, and lipstick deep into the day after his performance was finished.
  This occasional transvesticism was most likely because the artist could not afford the entrance fee to a public bath, not because he harbored any gender anxieties (figure 2).  His earlier photographs show a somewhat effete, thin, wide-eyed, handsome young man with floppy hair cut in the continental European style of the interwar period (figure 3). Indeed, even judging from his earlier works in his teens, Ai Mitsu was a young man of formidable talent, rendering a male torso reminiscent of Austrian expressionist Egon Schiele (1890-1918) in all of its physical glory by age eighteen (figure 4).  Human figures were clearly his forte, but as the thirties progressed, he increasingly focused on scenery.  Self-portraits and those commissioned by patrons in Manchukuo were the few paintings of his where human images actually made an appearance.        
Ai Mitsu’s first trip to the continent was to visit Shanghai in the spring of 1933.  According to Fujisaki Aya, this jaunt was not without trepidation for the artist.  In a brief note written in one of the guest books to an in-house art exhibition held by the Hiroshima doctor and patron of the arts Setsuji Kurokawa (1890-1945), the artist left the following terse comments:

March 15, 1933

I am going to Shanghai.  I must go although

I do not want to.

       Not at all, for some reason.  Ai Mitsu

For about two months, he sketched the city and held exhibitions in Japanese venues located in the Japanese colonial quarter of the city like in the Hongkew district’s elite commerce-oriented Shanhai Nihonjin kurabu [Shanghai Japanese Club].  In contrast to subjects like the avant-garde artist and poet Migishi Kôtarô’s (1900-34) sentimental, traditional scenes of the Jiangnan region, Ai Mitsu daringly portrayed the ruins of the 1932 Jiabei conflict in Shanghai in one of his paintings.
  The artist presciently sensed the growing Sino-Japanese tensions in China, and starkly portrayed them to his Japanese audience composed of ex-patriot capitalists from the naichi.  The artist’s initial use of dark colors and deep shades dates from this period when he became increasingly interested in the political events in the colonies, while working to combine traditional Chinese Song and Yuan Dynasty painting techniques with surrealist forms of expression.

From March to May 1935, the artist also traveled to Korea and Manchukuo, stopping in the town of Kôshurei [Gongzhuling (Chinese)] situated on the SMRC line near the Manchukuo capitol of Shinkyô [contemporary Changchun].  Ai Mitsu visited his brother-in-law Tachikawa Katsu, an SMRC employee who was married to his sister Komisa (a frequent subject of the artist’s early work).
  Some of his paintings, like Manshû fukei [Manchurian Scenery, 1935] showing a scene of the gates outside a modern factory (figure 5), and Kôshurei [Gongzhuling, 1935] depicting a large Western-style building in the distance (figure 6), were exhibited in the Mantetsu sha’in kurabu [South Manchuria Railroad Employees’ Club] in Dairen, Manchukuo’s premier port city.  Here, the physical vestiges of the corporation’s successful program of modernization were witnessed by SMRC employees in the form of modern, Western-style oil paintings by a leading Japanese avant-garde artist from the naichi.  

Ai Mitsu’s work resoundly differs from most Japanese oil paintings with a Manchurian theme in that it focuses on urban, rather than rural settings or scenes of local color. His Manchukuo, rather than a bucolic Manchuria, seems overhung by ominous clouds, like the darkness perpetuated in the works of Manchukuo-based Chinese writers, where the gloom of the new state overhangs its shiny promises so contrasting with reality.  These images show a striking contrast to the bright colors of the surrealist artists Fukuzawa Ichirô (1898-1994), Shimizu Toshi (1887-1945), and Suzuki Yasunori (1891-1974), who toured the new state as SMRC guests from April-September 1935, concurrently with Ai Mitsu.  Yet, the memories of his sojourn depicted in his art greatly differed from those of these better-known surrealist artists. Here, the imperial sun appears not to shine. Rather, Japan’s role appears purely in the vestiges of buildings, but here the rays of its beneficient modernization project do not appear to shine on the land to illuminate its potential bounty.  The factory yard seems astonishing silent, as does the scene of western buildings.  Indeed, human figures do not appear at all. Ai Mitsu insistently focuses on Japanese urban development and the modern trappings of factory production and Japanese-built architecture.  However, they appear as ominous intrusions into the landscape, mirroring some of the ambiguities also present in Fukuzawa and his colleagues’ works.  He habitually uses dark pigmented oils, which have since faded into blots of ambiguous coloring in the present day, making it difficult to distinguish what is actually pictured. 

Ai Mitsu appears to have been somewhat tortured by each of his visits to Manchukuo, since the works he produced afterwards visually document the psychic turmoil in a man already sensitive to his fluctuating environment and the mass hysteria of commodification engendered by urbanization in modern Japan.  He himself was not immune to the need to commodify and to sell his paintings, but one gets the impression that he would have been happiest to purely concentrate on his art.  Nevertheless, Ai Mitsu did gain fame in 1938 with his monumental work, Me no aru fûkei [Landscape with an Eye], still proudly displayed in the Tokyo National Museum of Modern Art (figure 7).  By the late thirties, Ai Mitsu was already recognized as a sublime new talent in the avant-garde art world.  Despite his earlier poverty and struggle, this harsh experience of earning a living appeared to stay with him, and indicated his roots in a lower middle-class Hiroshima artisan’s family.

Moreover, large-scale oil paintings like Ai Mitsu’s canvases sold exceptionally well in Manchukuo, where elite Japanese and wealthy Chinese in urban areas bought these distinctive scenes to decorate the empty walls of their spacious Western brick houses.  Here, there was a great demand for all kinds of oils, believed more modern and Western than traditional Japanese or Chinese watercolors and scroll paintings.  Also, according to Otani Shôgo, curator at the Tokyo National Museum of Modern Art, painters from the Tokyo metropolis often sent their works to colonial Manchuria, and then Manchukuo after 1932. 
  There, they sold better than in domestic Japan where the art market favored nanga [“Chinese-style” watercolor paintings on scrolls] and oil paintings of higher quality and more daring subjects.
  
Many avant-garde artists like Ai Mitsu, who might not have as easily sold their enormous canvases in the metropole, displayed their works for sale in Manchukuo.  Exhibition venues where art was sold included the top floors of department stores like Dairen’s Matsuzakaya and even SMRC employee clubs.  Obviously, the conflicting forces of the market and personal freedom of expression posed a dilemma for Japanese artists in terms of their choice of representation.  Moreover, the fact that their tours of the region were often financed by organizations with definite political agendas also played a part in how they portrayed the new state.  

Japanese Artists and Manchukuo’s Emerging Art Scene
From the 1930s into the early forties, the visits of Japanese artists like Ai Mitsu served the Manchukuo state’s goals in fostering the creation of a unique, new Manchurian culture—a pursuit that intensified after 1937 to set the region apart from war-torn China proper.  Propaganda media of various kinds promoted an image of peace and cooperation where the arts arose out of a previously barren region, now made fertile under the auspices of the new state and its Japanese handlers.  In the 1938 essay, “Fine Art in Manchuria” in the “Concordia and Culture in Manchukuo” special edition, Fujiyama Kazuo uses this agrarian imagery to paint a picture of the potential future abundance of artistic endeavors in Manchuria: 

Manchuria can be considered virgin land for the growth of art and culture.  It was almost turned into a desert as far as art and culture were concerned, during the course of its history in which warfare, conquest, and subjugation predominated.  Such conditions existed even in very recent years, as the despotic rule of the Chang warlords differed little from that of past conquerors.  Even under such adverse circumstances, the creative spirit of Manchuria’s art and culture was not killed, for today, after the restoration of peace and the dawn of a prosperous age in the new State of Manchoukuo (sic), we again see the long neglected seeds of art and culture sprouting in the soil of Manchuria.

Naturally, in the eyes of the Manchukuo government, Japanese artists, as representatives of Asia’s most culturally advanced imperialist nation, would take the lead in sowing or stimulating these new endeavors in Manchukuo’s as yet culturally “untilled” soil.  If invited by the SMRC, the state’s propaganda organizations, or some of the newly formed artistic associations under the purview of the Concordia Association, many jumped at the chance to boost their careers and increase their publicity back home in Japan.  Louise Young notes that, “Not unlike a year’s study in Europe or the United States in earlier years, a visit to the empire bestowed cultural legitimation on those who aspired to the high arts.”
  In addition, Ai Mitsu was part of a large number of artists who traveled to Manchukuo, and whose works were often shown to the state’s citizens before their arrival—all to seemingly inspire them with a more “modern” vision of art emanating from the imperial capital under Japanese auspices.
  

Some of these visits arose out of invitations to exhibit in large-scale, state-sponsored exhibitions meant to build such a new Manchurian artistic culture.  For example, as early as October 1932, the Manchuria Fine Art Institution sponsored an exhibition of paintings chosen out of over 1000 entries.
  Fujiyama notes positively that this highly publicized event helped accelerate the Japanese influence in the arts, and spurred further government-supported exhibitions after its great acclaim: 

With the holding of this first exhibition, Japanese artists and experts began to visit Manchukuo in an endless stream, and in March, 1934, the joint Japan-Manchoukuo (sic) Art Exhibition supported mainly by the Eastern Japan Artists Association, to commemorate the glorious advent of the Chief Executive as Emperor of Manchoukuo (sic) took place.  Among the exhibits were twenty paintings by famous Japanese artists which were solemnly presented to His Majesty the Emperor of Manchoukuo, while together with these, numerous works of Japanese and Manchurian artists were placed on exhibition.

These transnational interactions in the realm of the arts where Ai Mitsu’s and other Japanese artists’ works were circulated before they even arrived in Manchukuo, reveal the interactive flow of culture, ideas, and images between domestic Japan and its “colonial” periphery in northeast China.  These asymmetric movements highlight evidence of the process of transculturation described by Mary Louise Pratt, where the periphery determines the center, in its “obsessive need to present and re-present its peripheries and others continually to itself.”
 As noted previously, Ai Mitsu was part of “artistic contact nebulae (nebulas),” where the tours of Japanese artists and other cultural producers represented these unbalanced exchanges, in which Japan played a leading role in the guidance of Manchukuo’s cultural activities.  

In part, the sponsors of these cultural figures, whether the SMRC or the various news outfits connected to the Manchukuo Publicity and News Bureau, could also influence the imagery they might create by choosing the attractions viewed on their visits.  The Japan Tourist Bureau (JTB), which cooperated with the Manchukuo government and had its own independent offices in Dairen and other Manchurian cities, recommended the following destinations.  Dairen, Mukden (Hôten), Hsinking (Shinkyô), Harbin, and other urban sites thus served as important symbols highlighting a simplistic view of the peoples involved in the cultural construction of the region by representing a Japanese-led modernity, Russian exoticism, and Chinese traditionalism (often linked to a Manchu past).
  

Yet, the specific scenes of Manchuria that most enthralled or attracted the attention of SMRC or government sponsors, central art circles, and bourgeois patrons in the naichi and Manchukuo, reflected the Japanese government’s official rhetoric emphasizing the region’s backwardness and agrarian nature, which necessitated Japanese supervision for proper development and security.  These scenes were located in the liminal areas situated between the purely urban and rural, and these were in the process of either development (by Japanese) or decline and stagnation (in the hands of Chinese and Russians).  Therefore, the innocent idyllic simplicity of depictions such as Chinese roofs protruding from millet fields, Harbin’s Russian vestiges, northern Manchurian birch forests (near Japanese Youth Corps camps like Tieli), Chinese New Year stilt costumes, bucolic Chinese villages, peaceful views of grazing sheep (at the fringes of Japanese settlements), and other themes was anything but in their insistence on Manchuria’s inherent exoticism and pacified nature.  

On a macro-level, the saturation of the Japanese art world and marketplace with these utopian visions of Manchuria helped to obscure the Kantô Army’s violent political background behind the creation of the new state of Manchukuo, and allowed Japanese observers to mythologize the empire’s goals in a vast region for years deemed Japan’s lifeline [seimeisen].  According to Young, these simplistic visions of the region (whether in art or other media) contributed to the political obfuscation of Japan’s aggression on the continent:  “Mass culture industries flooded their marketplace with Manchurian-theme products, and in the process disseminated a specific package of information and a set interpretation of themes on the continent…  When representations of Manchuria moved from the factual, if selective reportage in the news to fictionalized dramatizations on stage and screen, the complex realities of the military occupation were reduced to the simple and sanctifying patterns of myth.”
  Within the space of a picture frame, artists condensed Manchuria into a comprehensible and attractive form, despite the nuanced fiction of Manchukuo’s independence from Japan.  

Surrealism, Artistic Repression, and Wartime Mobilization

By the time Surrealism matured as an avant-garde movement in Japan, artists including Ai Mitsu faced mounting government pressure due to the exigencies of war on the continent due to the eruption of the second Sino-Japanese War in July 1937.  After this critical date, the official art world and its associations underwent reorganization to reflect the changing political climate and the growing need for national mass mobilization.  For example, this centralization can be seen in the founding of Shinbunten [New Ministry of Education Exhibition] in October 1937, which remained in existence until October 1944, when a special wartime exhibition was held.  This venue consolidated the official art world in accordance with government control over all realms of officially-sponsored cultural production. In addition, private art associations also came increasingly under surveillance, like the Jiyû bijutsu-ka kyôkai [Association of Free Artists] founded in February 1937, which had to change its name to Bijutsu zôsakka kyôkai [Creative Artists Association] in July 1940, after suffering from government pressure due to the type of leftwing activities that its name might represent.
  In addition to the government surveillance over official cultural organizations, 1937 marked the beginning of the draft system when many artists were engaged to sketch the conflict, in a brain drain of artistic talent out of the archipelago that now went to support the war effort.

Moreover, for Japanese artists enlisted as soldiers after 1937, China south of the Great Wall was no longer the subject of a distinct yearning for a traditional culture left behind.  It was more often than not depicted as a battlefield by artists attached to the Japanese troops fighting the war.
  A striking exception is Umehara Ryûsaburo’s (1888-1986) 1942 painting Pekin shûten [Beijing Autumn] depicting the peaceful scenery of Japanese-occupied Beijing viewed panoramically from his window (Figure 8). 
  However, the artist’s gaze from up high scanning down onto a traditional Chinese cityscape of walls, gates, pagodas, and temples supports the official pan-Asianist philosophy promoted at the time by the Japanese government which had been applied earlier to Manchukuo as a template.  (Prior to the 1912 abolition of the Qing Dynasty, no buildings in Beijing were allowed to surpass one story to ensure that no imperial subject could look down upon the emperor.)  It is notable that Japanese troops occupied Beijing in the late summer of 1937, with the city soon becoming part of a puppet regime.  Not long after 1942, Manchuria also ceased serving as a site for the projection of Japan’s colonial dreams.   

Even if artists were not drafted or persecuted due to their alleged leftist connections, their activities were severely curtailed by mass mobilization and the total war system after 1938 that included the strict rationing of art supplies along with food and other goods necessary for everyday life.  Despite these pressures, avant-garde artists working in the mode of Surrealism like Ai Mitsu were not suppressed in an organized fashion for their political views until 1939 with the beginning of the forcible consolidation of art groups.  In May 1939, a group of forty-one artists including Ai Mitsu, Matsumoto Shunsuke (1912-48), and Asô Saburô (1913-2000), created the the Bijutsu-bunka kyôkai [Society for Art and Culture], representing a last gasp of resistance to this tide of wartime control.
  

However, in a review of the Bijutsu-bunka kyôkai exhibition a year and a half later in January 1941 in the art magazine Mizue [Watercolor], Takiguchi Shûzô (1903-1979) lamented the loss of vitality of these young artists who needed to work in an “atmosphere where they could give birth to dreams,” but which the critic found lacking, and who had lost their desire to contemplate each other’s art and their international outward focus, thus negating the entire reason for the founding of their group.
  Some of the paintings by the artists are included along with the article, and they showed bucolic country landscapes filled with rocks, stylized trees, birds, and mountain villages.
  Immediately following Takiguchi’s review is the transcription of a round table discussion entitled Kokubô kokka to bijutsu—gaka wa nani wo subeki ka [The National Defense State and Art—What Should Artists Do?] between the art critic Araki and three members of the Army Information Bureau, including Major Akiyama Kunio, Major Suzuki Kurazô, and Lieutenant Kuroda Senkichirô.
  Araki supported a view where philosophy is used to support the nation, but believed that when culture became ideology, then it ultimately harmed artists.  Major Suzuki refuted him, and stated that culture and art are necessary for the development of the nation, and especially for its national defense.
  It is interesting to view how even members of the military became engaged in cultural debates about the role of artists during wartime.

In an essay appearing in the same magazine only a month later, Takiguchi responded by discussing the dissatisfaction that artists felt about the “immaturity” of the new structure of the art world for purposes of establishing a spirit of national defense; and how this negated the fact that modern art was entirely informed by developments in France, which spread throughout the world and aided in the worldwide initiation of modern “traditions,”
 that he implied arose out of the international flow of ideas.
  Takiguchi attempted to make a distinction between the individual political beliefs of artists and those of the state, which he felt should not be imposed on artistic expression that should remain free from both political as well as national boundaries.  

In contrast, in Araki’s April 1941 article, entitled Bijutsu bunka seisaku no kihon rinen—ashita he no seishin sôzô to sono hôsaku [The Fundamental Ideology of Art and Culture Policies—The Creation of a Tomorrow-Oriented Spirit and Its Measures], the critic strikingly contradicts his previously more moderate ideas noted during the round table discussion with members of the military.  He stressed the political exigencies of the time and the need for a national cultural policy for new nations, or Shinkô kokka, of which Manchukuo was one, and held up the examples of ancient Greece and Rome in the past, and Germany, Italy, and the Soviet Union as contemporary models.
  In the same issue, Matsumoto published his famous essay on cultural destructiveness of militarism where he refuted the ideas expounded by Araki and the members of the aforementioned round table discussion and stressed that “we are not political ideologues” and that artists could not express themselves in this reality.
  These lively debates on the role of art and culture in supporting the ideals of the nation show that there was not a complete government moratorium on discussions over these issues, but that the enactment of these ideals was continually in formation as a work in progress.  

After the December 1941 forced consolidation of thirty-eight art journals into eight following the attack on Pearl Harbor, and through the 1943 establishment of the “Japan Fine Arts National Service Association,” all official artistic activities were now ultimately consolidated into one organization, and no official venues remained to exhibit works free from government oversight.
  Despite these pressures, in April 1943, in order to nominally maintain a sense of autonomy from the encroachment of the state into artistic production, Ai Mitsu joined Matsumoto and his fellow artists of the Bijutsu-bunka kyôkai, with the addition of Itasono Wasaburô (1911-2001), Inoue Chosaburô (1906-95), Ono Gorô (1910-unknown), Tsuruoka Masao (1907-79), and Terada Masa’aki (1912-89), to form the private eight person coterie Shinjinkai [Newcomer’s Painting Society] which remained in existence until September 1944.
  This group may have been the last independent artist’s association, but its activities were severely curtailed by lack of exhibition venues, members drafted, and the lack of supplies.

Ai Mitsu’s 1943 Trip to Manchukuo

After 1937, the relative stability of Manchukuo while the rest of China was at war helped Japanese cultural activities to flourish under the propaganda exhortations of a regime that touted the cultural strength of imperial Japan.  Ai Mitsu’s artistic career shows how the occupied areas drew Japanese avant-garde artists to depict Japanese economic and cultural developments (and especially those in the nominally independent state of Manchukuo), and serves as an example of the cultural interaction between the “colonial” periphery and the Japanese archipelago in the thirties, and even deep into the wartime period.  The Manchukuo government benefited from these kinds of exchanges where artists indirectly served as propaganda vehicles for the success of the new state by representing its unique cultural attractions and the pace of its development in their artworks.
Ai Mitsu traveled once more to Manchuria in the fall of 1943 upon the invitation of Sawada Gi’ichi, a wealthy clothing retailer of the Dairen department store Rôka yôkô [Bloom Western Outfitters] and head of the art department there.   From September to December 1943, the artist toured with Sawada, painted, and exhibited his works, in addition to commissioning Sawada’s portrait.  The Dairen-based artist Mitsui Seishô even arranged for a personal exhibition of Ai Mitsu’s works in the swank lobby of the SMRC-run Yamato Hotel in Dairen (figure 9).  The conglomerate’s chain of Yamato Hotels, despite suffering a consistent loss in economic revenues,
 served to demonstrate the pride of Japanese culture to visitors hosted by the company as well as independent tourists.
   Due to the relatively good economy in Manchukuo and colonial Korea, Ai Mitsu had greater success in selling his works there than in domestic Japan, which by then experienced the exigencies of wartime along with the unsettling uncertainty of air raids. He also traveled from Dairen to Shinkyô and Harbin. 
Ai Mitsu’s visit in 1943 came at a time of great change. In 1944, following his last Manchukuo trip, the artist painted a self-portrait (figure 10).  His earlier portraits much contrast with the way he portrayed himself after his 1943 trip to Manchukuo (figure 11).  It shows a serious, middle-aged man with a stern expression and the imminent growth of a beard.  Apparently, the wartime dictates of a strong masculinity as well as the rugged Manchukuo development areas hunkering down for war that he observed had an impact on this portrayal. 

Not long after completing the portrait, Ai Mitsu would be drafted, remaining in China until the end of the war from which he would never return, languishing in a Shanghai hospital amidst the chaos of postwar civil war.  He was enlisted as a soldier on May 21, 1944, and entered the second unit of the fourth Hiroshima division.  He left Hiroshima on the 26th of May and arrived in Nanjing on June 2nd.  His fate would be to die of malaria and dysentery in 1947 in a Shanghai hospital in a city that he had originally balked at visiting. Ai Mitsu’s military service on the continent led to his illness and further mental decline. As a man already plagued by melancholy and sensitivity to his external environment, the loss of the war, the Hiroshima nuclear bombing, and disease would plunge him into further depression. Before his death, the artist would experience a China liberated from Japanese oppression, but then saw it soon plunge into the chaotic conditions of civil war.  

Conclusion:
Ai Mitsu was one of the least enthusiastic of the cultural producers in my larger study of those who went to Manchukuo to describe the new state, and falls into the category of what Peter O’Connor describes as an “occasional propagandist,”
 or served as an “unofficial propagandist,”
 a term proposed by Young.   His works can only be described as either falling into the category of commissioned portraits for money (what I call the “commercial prerogative” of having to earn money to continue in his career as artist), or, because they were works that featured Manchukuo as a subject, they formed part of a saturation of the art market with images of Manchuria that contributed to further awareness of the area amongst art viewers, patrons, and consumers.  While Ai Mitsu did not set out to produce propaganda, instead, his works serve as “propaganda vehicles.”
  Despite their dark nature and possible critique of the Manchukuo experiment, they were still products of a regime that looked highly upon the invitation of artists to the new state, regardless of their vision, because it would provide free publicity for Japan’s aims there and represented the birth of a transnational Manchurian culture.  
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