
 
 
 

Press Dossier  

 
The inaugural exhibition at CaixaForum Girona illustrates the ascent of the 
bourgeoisie in the late-19th century through masterpieces by Catalan artists  

 

Gold Fever 
Scenes from the Lives of the New Bourgeoisie 

 
 
“The banker’s overflowing coffers, no doubt, released gold dust, which 
entered the apartment, the spirits, gilding everything: thoughts, memories, 
desires.” In his novel La Febre d’Or [Gold Fever], Narcís Oller (Valls, 1846 
- Barcelona, 1930) describes the economic and social ascent of the new 
Catalan industrial and financial bourgeoisie. Taking this book as its 
inspiration, ”la Caixa” Foundation presents the inaugural exhibition at 
CaixaForum Girona. Accordingly, the show seeks to trace the cultural 
changes that took place at the turn of the 20th century, focusing 
particularly on the “exquisite opulence” that so delighted the new elite 
class of those days. The works selected for this exhibition, which will 
make its absolute debut in Girona, are by a score of artists, including 
Masriera, Casas, Miralles, Ribera, Mestres and Cusachs, amongst many 
others, their style ranging from Realism to Modernisme (as Art Nouveau 
was known in Catalonia). Following the sequence established in Oller’s 
novel, Gold Fever. Scenes from the Lives of the New Bourgeoisie, which 
features more than seventy pieces from private collections and major 
public museums all over Spain, is divided into two different sections. In 
“The Ascent”, visitors will learn about the customs of the new social 
class, whose members engaged the leading artists of the day to paint their 
portraits as a way of asserting their status. The works in the second 
section, which is entitled “The Fall”, reflect the moralist theses that 
underlie Oller’s novel, illustrating the contradictions that this new 
bourgeois class falls into as a result of their burgeoning wealth.  
 
The exhibition Gold Fever. Scenes from the Lives of the New 

Bourgeoisie, curated by Miquel-Àngel Codes Luna, will be open to the 
public at CaixaForum Girona (C. dels Ciutadans, 19) from 6 May to 15 
August 2011. Subsequently, it will travel to CaixaForum Tarragona, where 
it will open in September 2011. 
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Girona, 4 May 2011. Tomorrow evening, Anna Pagans, mayor of Girona, 
Jaume Lanaspa, general manager of ”la Caixa” Foundation, Manel Romera, 
regional executive director of ”la Caixa” in Catalonia, and Jordi Nicolau, ”la 
Caixa” delegate-general in Girona, will officially open the exhibition Gold Fever. 

Scenes from the Lives of the New Bourgeoisie at CaixaForum Girona, ”la 
Caixa” Foundation’s new cultural centre in the city. They will be accompanied 
by the exhibition curator, Miquel-Àngel Codes Luna. 
 
In pursuit of the organisation’s mission to promote knowledge, and 
understanding culture as a powerful tool for fostering social cohesion, ”la Caixa” 
Foundation organises a wide-ranging programme of events. These include the 
exhibitions hosted at the Foundation’s various CaixaForum centres, whose 
themes range from the great masters to the latest trends in contemporary art, 
the latter illustrated, in the main, by works from ”la Caixa”’s own collection.  
 
In its activities, the Foundation focuses particularly on art from the 19th and 
20th centuries – a vital period for understanding our culture today – and on 
Catalan art in its different forms. In line with this, “la Caixa” Foundation now 
presents the exhibition Gold Fever. Scenes from the Lives of the New 

Bourgeoisie, which illustrates the consolidation and changing image of the 
bourgeoisie over the closing decades of the 19th century through works of 
Catalan painting from the same period. 
 

La Febre d’Or (“Gold Fever”) is the name often 
attached to a period in Catalan history that was 
marked by enormous growth in economic wealth, 
generated by an increase in exports of Catalan 
wine due to the devastating effects in France of 
the phylloxera disease. These events brought into 
being a new social class – the industrial 
bourgeoisie – who enjoyed a golden period from 
around 1871 to 1885.  
 
La Febre d’Or is also the title of a novel by Narcís 
Oller, which was published in three instalments in 
1890 and 1892. The novel is outstanding for its 
documentary value, its realism and its status as 

one of the first literary works to take as the theme the speculative bubble and its 
effects on the life of a city. Oller was a great chronicler of Catalan life during the 
aforementioned period, his books describing the hey-day of the ruling class 
whilst also criticising the excesses that easily-gained money can help to 
engender. 
 
Catalan art in this period, whether Realista, Modernista or Noucentista in style, 
was linked by one common denominator: the bourgeoisie. Featuring works by 

Manuel Cusí. A Box at the Liceu, 
1914. Private collection. © 
Photograph: Jordi Nieva 
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such artists as Ribera, Masriera, Miralles, Casas, Mestres and Cusachs, and 
taking the plot of Oller’s novel as its narrative thread, the exhibition portrays 
tastes in art amongst that social class, as well as illustrating the new customs 
that came into being during this time of cultural change. As a result, the works in 
Gold Fever... provide an overview of the interests and favoured arts amongst 
the people in this new social class, as well as providing an excellent historic 
document that illustrates the main scenes, venues and customs that formed an 
essential part of their lives.  
 

Revolving around Oller’s novel, then, 
the exhibition shows how one sector of 
the population (the bourgeoisie) 
became rich and, for the first time, 
disposed of time and money to invest 
in “making culture” and “moving in 
society”. This phenomenon led to a 
demand for a type of painting that, 
whilst adhering closely to a clearly 
refined canon, was undeniably the fruit 
of exquisite mastery and embodies a 
clear reflection of that historical period. 

 
Like the novel, the exhibition is divided into two large sections. These are: 
firstly, “The Ascent”, which illustrates the social customs found amongst the 
newly enriched class; and “The Fall”, which explores the contradictions and 
perils inherent to this period in history. Gold Fever... features more than seventy 
pieces, including objects from the period and documents that enable us to 
reconstruct both the historic context and the gestation of Oller’s novel: a Garnier 
clock from a railway station; stocks in the “Compañía General de Tabacos de 
Filipinas” and the Bank of Barcelona; a draft of the original plot of the novel; a 
poster for the Universal Exposition that took place in Barcelona in 1888; an 
advertisement for French champagne; and so on.  
 
To impress their social success on their fellows, the bourgeoisie had their 
portraits painted by the leading artists of the day. Reflecting this, the exhibition 
brings together, for the first time, a collection of paintings from the “Gold Fever” 
period. These include works from both private collections and major public 
museums, including the National Art Museum of Catalonia (MNAC), the Prado 
Museum, Álava Museum of Fine Arts, the Museum of Montserrat and 
Santander Museum of Fine Art, amongst others. The artists represented 
include: masters of realism, including Antoni Caba and Venanci Vallmitjana; 
genre painters, such as the brothers Francesc and Josep Masriera, Manuel 
Cusí and Francesc Miralles; and artists like Ramon Casas and Eusebi Arnau, 
who opened the door to a new sensibility.  
 

Francesc Miralles. The Solà Family in Puigcerdà, 
1893. Private Collection. © Photograph: Jordi Nieva 
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EXHIBITION SECTIONS 

 
 
The historical context  

 
The first period following the Bourbon restoration (1876-1886) is known in 
Catalonia as the Febre d’Or (Gold Fever). During this time, political stability and 
the international idea of progress led to economic expansion, positioning the 
bourgeoisie at the very epicentre of society. Increasing industrial and wine 
production found new markets, which were opened up by the new railway 
network and thanks to sales of building land. Moreover, in preparation to host 
the Universal Exhibition in 1888, Barcelona was greatly modernised and began 

to take on a cosmopolitan air. 
 
Driven by their accumulated wealth and the need to 
carve out a place for themselves in established 
society, the bourgeoisie began to consume luxury 
goods, giving vent to a latent desire for ostentation 
and to explore new concepts of leisure more in 
accordance with their circumstances. Besides the 
fashion business and the interior decoration industry, 
which saw the first businesses becoming established 
in Catalonia in imitation of the famous Parisian firms, 
another economic sector that benefited from this 
boom was art.  
 

The demand for cultural consumption, perhaps in emulation of the aristocracy, 
boosted the art market, and private galleries opened and exhibitions were 
presented in all the major Catalan cities. Narcís Oller’s novel mentions several 
contemporary painters, such as Modest Urgell, the Masriera brothers and 
Miralles, when the Foix family need to decorate their home. The themes, small 
format and refinement of the works displayed in the exhibition illustrate the 
tastes of the Catalan bourgeoisie in those times, giving an idea of the style they 
adopted when decorating their homes. 
 
The novel 

 
Narcís Oller (1846-1930) was a great renewing force in Catalan narrative. Along 
with the poet Jacint Verdaguer and the playwright Àngel Guimerà, Oller was a 
leading figure in the Renaixença (“Renaissance”) cultural movement, which is 
characterised by its revival of Catalan as a language of culture. 
 

Carlos Vázquez. Original poster 
for the Sala Parés art gallery, 
1904. Sala Parés Collection. © 
Photograph:  Jordi Nieva 
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Oller established contacts with the leading voices in the French and Spanish 
literature of the day. In Paris, he interviewed, amongst others, Émile Zola, the 
writer who embodied the transition from realism to naturalism. Oller’s own prose 
signified the evolution from romanticism to realism in Catalonia, with medieval 
themes giving way to more realistic portraits of contemporary everyday life.  
 
The author’s belief in the positive effects that material progress had on society 
explains why this is such a recurring theme in his work. In La Febre d’Or, the 
central character becomes enormously rich due to the financial mechanisms of 
capitalism. The novel mentions members of other social classes, such as 
aristocrats, soldiers, priests, craftsmen and so on, but the narrative focuses 
above all on the professional, social and private lives of the upper bourgeoisie. 
Each character represents a different stereotype for behaviour when faced with 
the subtle changes that were affecting civil society in those days: the 
entrepreneur, the prudent gentleman, the opportunist, the pleasure-seeker, the 
prophet... Against the backdrop provided by the city of Barcelona, moreover, 
the novel also describes a literary route around the financial quarter of Ciutat 
Vella and the new streets of the Eixample district.  
 
 
“The Ascent”  

 
As mentioned, Narcís Oller’s novel is divided into 
two parts. In the first, longer, section, entitled “The 
Ascent”, we learn about the financial mechanisms 
that enable Gil Foix to become rich, and the 
transformation that his family undergoes in order to 
fulfil in the engagements that their new social 
status requires. In words, the author ably describes 
the luxury and that leisure culture are depicted in 
the works selected for the exhibition itself.  
 
Oller also describes the inevitable custom of 
summering outside Barcelona, both in the outskirts 
of the city and in the Pyrenees, where genteel 
walks around the town and the countryside 
alternate with bathing, in the sea and at spas. In 
the city, public events, such as opening nights at 
the Liceu opera house, horse races, regattas, 
masked balls and so on, complement the activities proper to either sex: the men 
frequent cafés, whilst the women go shopping in order to adapt both their 
homes and their personal image to the latest fashion. Rest, play, reading, 
artistic contemplation, etc., were also activities that denoted one’s class. 
Industrialisation, the new transport media and consumerism helped to generate 
a new leisure culture that has lasted even to our day. 

Francesc Masriera. The Fashion 
Saleswoman, 1894. Fundación María 

José Jové, A Corunya.  
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“The Fall” 

 
The second part of La Febre d’Or was written rather hastily as Oller became 
aware that Zola was about to publish a novel that was also revolved around 
affairs in the stock exchange. In his novel, Oller describes the all-too-
foreseeable reversal in main character’s economic fortunes, after which he 
becomes mentally disturbed and is snubbed by “good” society. The moral 
decline described in this novel is also reflected in the works selected to illustrate 
this second and final exhibition section.  
 

The coincidental meeting of two different sets 
of social circumstance on leaving a ball; the 
relaxing of customs that can follow a sudden 
increase in wealth, exemplified in clandestine 
love affairs; growing mistrust towards both 
servants and members of the family; and 
narcissism, complacency and a listless 
attitude to life; these are all signs used to 
indicate social inequalities and to point to 
political changes and revolts that will take 
place in the early-20th century. In painting, 
these issues will be explored in a new style, 

Modernisme. However, certain late-19th-century artists also alluded to the risks 
and contradictions that the individual may fall into as a result of the new 
prosperity built on technological and industrial progress. 
 
 

Romà Ribera. A Nap, n. d. Private Collection. 
© Photograph: Jordi Nieva 
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Gold Fever 
Scenes from the Lives of the New 
Bourgeoisie 
 
6 May – 15 August 2011 
 
CaixaForum Girona 
Carrer dels Ciutadans, 19 
17004 Girona 
 
Centre opening times: 
Monday to Saturday, from 10 am to 8 pm 
Sundays and holidays, from 11 am to 2 pm 
 
Special times for the Temps de Flors season (May 7-15): 
Monday to Sunday, from 10 am to 8 pm 
 
Museum Night: 
Saturday, May 14, from 10 am to midnight 
 
Admission free to exhibitions  
 
Information Service 
”la Caixa” Social Outreach Programmes 
Tel. 902 22 30 40 
Monday to Sunday, from 9 am to 8 pm 
www.lacaixa.es/obrasocial 
 

Cover image: Romà Ribera. Leaving the Ball, n. d. Cristóbal Pío Collection. © Photograph: Jordi Nieva 

 
 
Further information: 
”la Caixa” Foundation Communication Department 
Josué García - 934 046 151 / 638 146 330 / jgarcial@fundaciolacaixa.es 
Jesús N. Arroyo - 934 046 131 / 629 79 1296 / jnarroyo@fundaciolacaixa.es 
http://www.lacaixa.es/obrasocial 
 
Multimedia Press Room 
http://press.lacaixa.es/socialprojects/index.html/ 
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PARALLEL ACTIVITIES  

 
 
INAUGURAL LECTURE 
GOLD FEVER. SCENES FROM THE LIVES OF THE NEW BOURGEOISIE 
 By Miquel-Àngel Codes, exhibition curator  
 Thursday, May 11, at 7.30 pm 

 
LECTURE SEASON 
THE GOLD FEVER PERIOD. ART, CULTURE AND LITERATURE 

Parallel to the exhibition Gold Fever. Scenes from the Lives of the New 

Bourgeoisie, CaixaForum Girona organises a lecture season that 
focuses on cultural, artistic and literary manifestations that narrate the 
rise of the bourgeoisie and its establishment as the hegemonic class in 
Catalan society from the 1870s onwards. This was a period of major 
changes, driven by a desire for modernisation that was achieved despite 
many limitations and contradictions. 
Coordinator: Enric Cassany, professor at the Autonomous University of 
Barcelona 

 Places limited / Registration required on 972 209 836 / Activity free 
 

Monday, May 16, at 7.30 pm 

The times of Narcís Oller’s novels and the construction of an urban, 
European Catalonia 
Pere Gabriel, professor at the Autonomous University of Barcelona 
 

Monday, May 23, at 7.30 pm 

Images of intimacy: the dialogue between writers and artists  
Teresa-M. Sala, professor at the University of Barcelona 
 

Monday, May 30, at 7.30 pm 

Money, central theme of the 19th-century novel  
Margarida Casacuberta, professor at the University of Girona 

 
GUIDED TOURS 

May and June: Thursdays and Saturdays, at 7 pm 

 Saturday, May 14: special tour at 10 pm  

 July and August: Thursdays, at 7 pm 

 Places limited. Maximum 30 people 
 
GUIDED TOURS FOR GROUPS 
 Advance booking: 972 209 836 
 Maximum number recommended: 30 people 
 


