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Abstract: The river Nishava is not a long or particularly big river but it crosses border 
between Bulgaria and Serbia and it runs through landscape of exceptional beauty, along 
ancient routes. That distinguishes it among other rivers in central Balkans. It starts in 
Bulgaria and confluences in Juzna Morava, at the territory of city of Nis, Serbia.

In this paper we explored bridges over Nishava in and around Nis, focusing 
primarily on its relevance as historical structures, but also partly examining current state 
and maintenance.
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1. Introduction
The river Nishava is not a long or particularly big river but it crosses border between 

Bulgaria and Serbia and runs through a gorge of extraordinary beauty, along ancient routes
in the direction East to West. That distinguishes it among rivers of central Balkans, as one 
of the most memorablet. It starts in Bulgaria and runs into Juzna Morava at the territory of 
city of Nis. Juzna Morava runs into Velika Morava, and consequently to Danube near 
Smederevo, which confluences in Black Sea at Bulgarian/Romanian border.

In this paper we explored bridges over The River Nishava, in and around city of 
Nish, focusing primarily on their relevance as historical structures, but also examining 
current state and maintenance where it was considered relevant.

2. The river Nishava
Nisava starts at Ginci, in Stara Planina (The Old Mountain), north from Sofia; in its 

upper flow it is known also as The Ginska River. It runs through municipalities of Godech, 
Dragoman and, after 67km, it crosses the border at Kalotina – Gradina, which is the major 
border crossing between Bulgaria and Serbia. In Serbia it runs through numerous villages 
and several towns and cities: Dimitrovgrad, Pirot, Bela Palanka and Niš (Fig. 1.). On its 
way, it passes through scenic 17km-long Sicevo gorge (Fig. 1). The total length of the river 
flow is 218km. Finally, it becomes the longest tributary of the South Morava at the western 
fringe of administrative territory of Nis, which owes its name to this river. The amount of 
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water significantly changes during the year, which makes Nishava sometimes wild, fast 
and deep river, and sometimes slow and shallow. Occasionally, it becomes so shallow that 
it could be crossed on foot. 

a) b) c)

Fig. 1. Images of Nisava along its route from upper to lower Right to left: bridge near 
Ginsko, Nišava in Pirot, Aerial view through Sićevo gorge (W, 2019)

The Nišava valley is part of a major natural route, the one connecting 
Europe and Asia from ancient times; the route follows the valleys of the Morava, Nišava 
and Marica and onwards towards Constantinople, present-day Istanbul. Both the Belgrade-
Sofia-Istanbul road and the railway follow this route, as well. (W, 2019)

3. The bridges in and around Nish

3.1. From East to West
Considering that the River Nišava is not particularly wide, most of its bridges are less 

than 40m long.
Consequently, construction of bridges is not demanding or expensive, which allows 

great number of them (Fig. 2). 

a)                                                                         b)

Fig. 2. Location of bridges mentioned a) in the city of Nish b) around city of Nish

3.2. The power-plant St. Petka
From East to the end in the West, closest to the eastern border of administrative area 

of city of Nis, within Sićevo gorge, near village Ostrovica, there is hydro power plant – the 
structure that incorporates a bridge (Fig. 3). It dates from 1908. 
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Fig. 3. The power plant MHE „Sićevo” (1931) with a bridge. (PP, 2019)

The power plant was named after Saint Petka, the protector of women, to whom a 
monastery was dedicated. The monastery was endowed by Royal military unit in name of 
fortunate survival of Serbian king in an accident in France. It was built only 13 years after 
Tesla's famous power plant on Niagara falls (1895). The power plant was designed by
mechanical engineer Aćim Stevović, and powered by machinery produced by Siemens 
Schuckert Werke. Eventually, it works well ever since due to regular maintenance, without 
any reconstruction, and in meantime it has got a status of cultural monument. 

It has massive structure, with fortress-like appearance and elements which have 
certain resemblance with numerous other structures in Euro-centric zone at turn of the 
century which were inspired by revival of Egyptian architecture i.e. its most characteristic 
feature - wall dominance. 

3.3. The East string of contemporary bridges
The first two among East string of contemporary bridges over Nišava are located 

near loop called Malčanska, not far from village of Prosek (Fig. 4).
One of them is common concrete structure well-chosen considering climate and 

availability of cheap construction materials and workers. The other, parallel, bridge is 
reused steel railway bridge.

Fig. 4. “A”The Prosek bridges a-d
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Fig. 5. “B” The Gornja Vrežina bridge (Mapio, 2019)

Fig. 6. “C” Brzi brod suspension bridge - before and after refurbishment and 
partial reconstruction (Mapio, 2019) (Wikipedia, 2019) a-e
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Fig. 7. “D” The Donjovrežinski bridge (in the process of refurbishment/replacement)

Fig. 8. “E” The Boulevard Mediana Bridge 
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The “F” bridge (Fig. 9) was one of the last bridges built in 1980s, during so-called 
“socialist times”. Its construction was followed by several reconstructions (visible in the 
layers of concrete over original structure), needed because cracks appeared on several 
occasions.

After socialist period, democratic city governments built many bridges. For 
example, one of them in 4-year period built as many as 6 bridges including 2 of them on 
the river Nišava and reconstructed one of them – pedestrian cable-stayed bridge “C” with 
A-pylons (Fig. 10).

Fig. 10. “G” Pedestrian Bridge
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Fig. 11. “H” Chez-Tosic-gas-station bridge

The bridge “H” (Fig. 11) is one of newest bridges, and it is located near huge 
archaeological site, making it more accessible for the visitors in the future, once when 
heritage is presented and the site open for the public. The bridge “I” (Fig. 12) is one of rare 
bridges with “a name”, well-established as a spatial reference. Not only age, but its shape 
also indicates it was built “in different times” - in second half of 20th century. It is one of 
six steel bridges on Nišava in the city area, out of 17 total.

3.3. The bridge ahead of main gate of city fortress 
The central position and most attention of all city bridges gets the one located in 

front of the main gate of the city fortress, known as Stambol-gate (showing direction of 
Imperial city of Constantinople, nowadays Istanbul).  When Ottoman Turks occupied the 
city, they demolished old Roman/Byzantine bridge, and built their own. After liberation, 
Prince Milan had it replaced by a wooden bridge, which stood there until 1900, when the 
new steel bridge was constructed (Fig.13). 

The type of the arch bridge was widely used in Germany and it is known as "German 
arch". The construction consists of a two-hinged truss arch. The struts are falling to the middle. The 
roadway which worked as a tie band is suspended on narrow vertical steel profiles, the hangers. It 
was bombed and sank in both WWs, and on 29.11.1961 it was replaced by bridge which stands 
today, which got nick name “Gillette bridge”, for its narrow bearing structure (Fig. 14). During its 
construction, numerous, very valuable, archaeological artifacts were found on site, including 
famous head of Constantine the Great.
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Fig 12. “I” The Youth Bridge (Mladost)
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Fig. 13. The fortress bridge once (source: WEB)

Fig. 14. The fortress bridge nowadays
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The bridge that is nowadays called The fortress bridge was once known as Iron bridge 
among local residents (although it was made of steel). It shows significant signs of aging 
and requires regular maintenance. (Fig. 14).

In line with tradition of wrong nicknames, so-called the stone bridge (Fig. 15) is not made 
of stone. It was heavily bombed during the last war in 1999.  because was the strongest of all and 
considered most adequate for military purposes.

The railway truss bridge was destroyed several times in the Second WW (Fig. 16.), 
and it marks the historic border between central residential and business and industrial 
zone of Niš (Fig. 17). 

Fig. 15. The Stone Bridge

Fig. 16. The railways bridge during The Second WW (Wikipedia, 2019)

Fig. 17. The railways bridge and old gum factory (WEB, 2019)
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3.4. The West string of contemporary bridges

Bridges “D” and “J” (Fig. 19) are built according to the same design, and both show signs of 
aging which question further use. Even more, both have problems with the adequate flow due to 
design, and nowadays, collapsing pillars. The three remaining bridges in the West string of 
contemporary bridges are common concrete structures, which are recently built (Fig. 20, 
21, 22).

Fig. 20. “K” The Popovac bridge

Fig. 21. “L” The highway bridge (incomplete but operating)
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Fig. 22. “M” The last bridge on Nišava in Trupale, Niš

4. Discussion: state, maintenance, comparison

Construction of bridges is often implication of political will or lack of it. All 
democratic city governments, after 1996 and in the first decade of millennium were 
(passionately) dedicated to building bridges. As part of their populistic policy, they built 
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non-expensive but durable bridges, which would mark progress, and at the same time 
remain “available”, in challenging years after the last Serbian war of 20th century in 1999.
In favor of previous, another common characteristic of those bridges were that they were 
“no-name” and “no-author” bridges. Lack of authorship is very indicative, because it 
meant bridges had “corporate authorship”, which marks entire period of Serbian industrial 
development.  As consequence, they are mostly named after landmarks nearby (e.g. 
shopping centers or gasoline stations), which also means that they change their popular 
names when e.g. the shopping center changes its brand. 

Aesthetic requests did not have high priority in most cases: most of Niš bridges are 
not memorable, and do not stand out for their aesthetic values, however their careful 
analyses may lead to decoding thumb rules of times and people who raised them. In 
addition, they often do not differ from many other bridges in other European countries, as 
shown in Fig. 23., which is valuable testimony from historic point of view.

Fig. 23 Bridge over Seine, Paris

The strong link with history which justifies that they are considered historic 
structures is the most obvious in case of the fortress bridge which regularly served the 
purpose of “damnatio memoriae”, a principle which literally means "condemnation of 
memory" in Latin, i.e., that a person is to be excluded from official accounts and which 
was extensively used in wars throughout history of the Old World.

5. Conclusion
In Niš and its vicinity, there are three bridges which already deserved status of 

cultural monument based on historic significance which they have. The forth one, most 
significant for history of electrical power supply development and legacy of Tesla – very 
close to heart of every Serbian, is formally outside of city administrative area, and 
therefore we called the tale of Niš bridges on Nišava a trilogy. 
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