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First Aid 
for Japan

While traveling through Japan, Ilah got to know the 
habits and nature of its people and learned enough of 
the language to get around, as well as get along with 
the locals. This “travel guide” is fi lled with historical 
facts, anecdotal stories, travel tips & tricks and more. 
We learn how politeness, empathy, and respect 
are the cornerstones of Japanese culture, how the 
different styles of theatre have evolved throughout 
history (and where to watch them), what to expect 
from a Japanese toilet, and so much more. But above 
all, Ilah familiarizes the reader with Japanese etiquette 
in an amusing and entertaining way, so we don’t make 
the same mistakes as she did. Everything is brought 
to life by her drawings in a wide variety of styles and 
materials. 

Ilah

Ilah (Inge Heremans, Leuven 1971) is a comic artist, 
cartoonist, and illustrator, she studied both philosophy 
and Applied Graphics. She is best known for her 
gag comic ‘Cordelia’ which appeared in the Flemish 
newspaper De Morgen and promoted the annual 
Antwerp book market, as well as the bus company De 
Lijn. Her work also appeared in several other magazines 
and books. Ilah is one of the few Flemish comic artists 
who managed to reach a mass audience without holding 
herself back on personal themes. Ilah also works as a 
teacher at LUCA School of Arts in Brussels since 2008. 
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A tiny bit 
So, you’re headed to Japan? 
It’s the first time and you’re curious about someone else’s gaffes - so you might avoid some 
blunders yourself? Or are you simply looking to gloat? Everybody deserves to indulge in 
someone else’s mishaps from time to time. Read on, then, and go ahead. But do go to Japan! 
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The widespread consensus about Japan is that it’s a country that’s incredibly ‘different’. More 
different than any other country.  
About the people, they say that they’re extremely polite but seem eerily impenetrable as well. 
Their habits and traditions are thought to be both wonderful and odd at the same time. The 
Japanese kitchen is praised the world over, but some dishes never make it to any non-Japanese 
table because they are deemed uneatable anywhere else. Often people will exclaim, laughingly, 
what a mad country it is: with its strange toilets, hedgehog and cat-cafes, robots, Lolitas, bizarre 
sex, and always and everywhere too many lights and sounds and voices and weird TV-shows.  
 
That may all well be the case, and yet, at the same time, it isn’t in the slightest.  
 
Before the pandemic spoiled all the fun, my partner and I travelled to Japan seven consecutive 
years. And afterwards we went again. When he suggested a trip to Japan the first time, I thought: 
why yes, the land of Haruki Murakami, of course I want to go! And, while high expectations often 
lead to big disappointments, I instantly fell head over heels in love. With the country, I mean, I 
already was with my partner.  
And what is love, if not a feeling both of wonder and recognition?  
 
Of course, Japan is different, but the same goes for everything and everyone, if you look hard 
enough. And if you keep looking, you’ll notice the familiar beyond the strange. That too, I’d say, 
goes for everything and everyone. 
 
The golden rule, in this land of the Golden Pavilion, is: Don’t Be A Burden To Anyone. That 
sounds harder than it is.  
 
It’s similar to the all-familiar Don’t-Do-Unto-Others-What-You-Would-Not-Want-Done-To-
Yourself’.  
 
Only, we often tweak this age-old piece of wisdom to mean something like Don’t-Do-Unto-Me-
What-You-Don’t-Want-To-Make-Me-Do-To-You-Ten-Times-Worse. Or something like Surely-
Once-Won’t-Harm-Anyone-And-Anyway-Aren’t-They-Doing-The-Same-Thing? 
 
So, just remember: Don’t Be A Burden To Anyone.  
Then most will be well. 
 
Because maybe we’re a little Japanese inside. (Or, a tiny bit, at least, and only in our best parts) 
 
















