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FROM THE OUTSIDE IN:  A LOOK AT TAP-TAPS AND THE 

PEOPLE WHO SURROUND THEM 
 

 “Tap-tap” is a photo essay showing one unique aspect of the Haitian culture.  A tap-tap is a public bus 

system in Haiti. Similar to other bus systems, tap-taps go on fixed routes.  They differ in buses, however, because 

they wait until the bus is completely full to depart from a place.  The word “tap-tap” comes from the way people 

tap the metal body of the bus when they want to stop.  Tap-taps are covered in bright, painted designs that range 

from biblical scenes to famous football players (Sochor, 2008).  “Tap-tap” shows these colorful buses as well as the 

people surrounding them in their everyday life through a well-composed and cohesive photo essay.   

 “Tap-tap” was written and photographed by Jan Sochor in July of 2008.  Jan Sochor is a photojournalist 

that specializes in Latin American photography.  He tells stories through his photography of the social and cultural 

life in Latin America.  His photography has been published in many magazines, newspapers, and websites across 

the world.  “Tap-tap” has been published in multiples places including Huck, a lifestyle magazine in the United 

Kingdom, and Reflex, a social magazine from the Czech Republic.  

FORMAL CONTENT 

 Because this is a photo essay, the photographs are a vital part of conveying information.  This photo essay 

mostly relies on the use of images to show the uniqueness of the tap-taps.  The captions that are with the pictures 

do not do much more than describe what you can already see in the picture.  Jan Sochor mainly uses a picture-

specific word-picture relationship.  In Understanding Comics, McCloud describes a picture-specific relationship as 

one where words add little significance to the images (McCloud, 1993, p. 153).  The words do not in any way 

change the meaning of the images.  If the captions in “Tap-tap” were taken away from the images, the viewers 

would still be able to clearly understand what the image is showing.  The picture on the next page is an example of  
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the word-specific relationship.  The caption for this photograph read, “A Haitian girl looking out of the window of 

the tap-tap bus in Delmas, Port-au-Prince.”  The 

only information that the text added was the 

location of the picture.  

 The collection of the photographs as a 

whole, however, relies on the introductory 

paragraph to describe tap-taps and the reason 

behind the name tap-tap.  Without this 

introduction, most people would have no idea that these colorful buses are called tap-taps and that they are part 

of the Haitian culture.  The relationship between the collection of photographs and this introductory paragraph is 

interdependent.  The pictures rely on the words to define the tap-tap and the words rely on the pictures to show 

what they actually look like and the life surrounding them. 

 Sochor relies on closure to fill in the gaps in both the text and the photographs.  Closure is observing only 

the parts of something but perceiving it as a whole (McCloud, 1993, p. 63).  With minimal text in the captions, our 

minds are left to fill in the whole story.  Many of the photographs use the concept of closure in the composition of 

the photograph.  Instead of showing the full tap-tap or a full person in a picture, only a part of the tap-tap or the 

person is shown.  Our imaginations can be used to fill in the rest of the tap-tap or person.  An example of the use 

of closure in a photograph is shown on the right.  The 

viewers know that both the tap-tap and the man 

continue off the photograph.  The picture is much 

more dynamic and personal.  Showing the tap-tap 

and the man closer up is a way to put the viewer in 

the photographer’s shoes.  We feel like we can reach 

out and take the food the man is holding up.  Our 

imaginations are used to fill in the rest of the tap-tap 

and the man and what surrounds it. 
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PHOTO COMPOSITION 

 With most of the information being conveyed through the photographs, the composition is vital to the 

successfulness of the photo essay.  Color is one of the most important parts of the composition that gives this 

collection of photographs interest.  Complete Photography states that the most significant element in a 

composition is color (National Geographic, 2011, p. 98).  Each color has its own visual weight that commands the 

viewer’s attention. Vivid colors liven up photographs that would otherwise be lifeless if shot in black-and-white.  

Different colors can evoke different feelings.  All of the photographs in “Tap-tap” have vivid colors that make the 

tap-tap designs come to life.  The photographs would not be the same if shot in black-and-white.  Contrasting 

colors within the photographs give visual weight to the photograph.  In the example below, the colors stand out in 

the first picture, giving attention to the whole tap-tap.  In the black-and-white photo, some of the colors start to 

blend together taking emphasis off of the tap-tap.  Many of the photographs contain warm colors which evoke a 

feeling of warmth from the photographs and coincide with the Haitian climate and atmosphere.   

 

 Another composition principle Sochor uses is the rule of thirds.  In the rule of thirds, the view is divided 

into three sections horizontally and vertically.  The subject is placed on one of the intersection points of the lines.  

This gives the photograph a dynamic balance.  Often, the subject is counterbalanced with another minor point of 

interest.  This second point of interest should be pleasing to the main subject, yet differ in size, shape, or color 

(National Geographic, 2011, p. 86).  The photograph below shows how the rule of thirds was applied.  The main  
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subject, the boy with water, is counterbalanced by the person in the window.  Having a major and minor focal 

point gives balance to the photograph and makes it 

more pleasing to the viewer.  If the boy were to be in 

the center of the picture, the picture would have 

been less pleasing to the eye.  The boy would have 

been the only focal point, taking attention away from 

what is happening inside the tap-tap. 

  

 Layering is an element used in some of the photographs.  Layering is a technique used to show depth in a 

picture by creating different points of interest in the foreground, middle ground, and background.  The most 

significant use of layering in the photo essay is on 

the last picture shown below.  Unlike all the other 

photographs, this one was taken from inside the 

tap-tap, and layering was used to show this.  The 

color from the window is layered over what is 

outside of the window.  This lets the viewer know 

that the place has depth.  More is happening than 

just what we can see on the outside.    

The photographs work together well to form a whole collection.  They use many of the same principles, 

such as color or the rule of thirds to make the collection cohesive.  The picture shown above gives an ending to the 

collection.  This photograph changes the perspective of the photographer from an outsider to an insider.  In the 

beginning of the collection, the photographer was shooting the Haitian culture from the outside.  In the last 

photograph, the photographer has become immersed in the culture and finally has become one of them. 
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CONTENT ANALYSIS 

 The main purpose of this photo essay is to give a glimpse into a certain part of Haitian life.  Jan Sochor 

effectively shows this through accurate photographs.  According to his website, his goal as a photographer is to 

truthfully portray the everyday life in Latin America (Sochor).  Sochor wants to inform viewers on the things really 

are.  For this reason, I do not think he manipulated the photographs. 

 Because this was made in 2008, the context that surrounds this photo essay has changed.  Major events 

have called attention to Haiti in the recent years, with the biggest event being the earthquake in 2010.  Even 

though the context that surrounds this photo essay has changed throughout the years, tap-taps still remain a part 

of the Haitian life.  This photo essay has been used to show Haitian life after these major events.  It was published 

in Huck in February of 2010, right after the earthquake struck Haiti.  Using this photo essay of tap-taps shows part 

of the character of Haiti, a part that still remains today despite of the hurricanes and earthquake.   

 Even though this photo essay looks specifically at tap-taps, it shows much than just the tap-tap designs.  It 

shows Haitian people in their everyday life waiting on the bus and interacting with street vendors.  For this reason, 

all of the photographs that have been chosen have at least one person in them.  Multiple pictures have made the 

people the focus of the photograph with the tap-tap as the backdrop.  This seems to say that the culture is about 

the things in that culture; it is the people who make up the culture that defines it. 

 With this essay showing part of the Haitian culture, environmental context could add to the 

understanding of Haiti’s culture.  The environmental context is one thing that left out of many of the photographs 

and captions.  Basically all that is seen in the photographs are the tap-taps and the people around them.  The 

photographs do not show what the environment is like around the bus routes; they only show the buses 

themselves.  A few of the pictures show glimpses of the environment, but it is not enough to understand what it is 

truly like. 
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EVALUATION 

 This photo essay was an interesting collection of photographs.  The image part of the essay was well-

done.  The pictures were composed well, and they fit together as a whole.  The last photograph that was taken 

from the inside was a good way to end.  It seemed to imply that the longer you are immersed in a culture, the 

more you will become part of the culture.  You will start as an outsider but end up as one of them, an insider.   

 I thought the text was lacking information.  The captions told the viewers what the photographs had 

already shown.  It would have been nice to know more about the people in the photographs.  Backstories of the 

people would have helped immerse the viewers deeper into the Haitian culture.  They could have given more 

information on the everyday life of the Haitian people.   

 The main point of the photo essay was to inform viewers about one part of the everyday life of Haitian 

people.  Tap-taps are one thing that gives Haiti its character, and the photographs accurately portray this 

character.  The text, however, does not say much about its character and culture because it is minimal.  Having 

minimal text could be a way of saying it is better to live and experience a culture rather than read about it.  I think 

that is true about any culture, but reading about a culture will get you one step closer to understanding it.   
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