
“Money can be liberating in its func-
tion,” says Marsha Plotnitsky (61). 
“Once a master has paid his slave, 
the relationship becomes that of an 
employer and employee. This libe-
rates both the master and the slave. 
Money is essential to this process.” 
When countered that American 
plantation owners in the 17th and 
18th centuries did have money, she 
says smiling: “Money is a tool. That’s 
not to say that everyone uses it pro-
perly. People should have pleasure in 
the way they use money.”

That her most important life-lesson 
would have to do with money does 
not seem surprising. Plotnitsky, who 
was born in St. Petersburg, has had 
an almost 20-year career on Wall 
Street, where she was a managing 
director at the investment bank 
Donaldson, Lufkin and Jenrette. But 
in 2000 she turned a new leaf.
“I was working on large transacti-
ons – big money in big deals, mergers 
and acquisitions – and it all basically 

had to do with money, with maximi-
zing profits, rather than with people. 
I developed a form of resistance. 
I wanted nothing more to do with 
money and business for the rest of 
my life. I wanted self-development.”
“I have always had a great interest 
in art. It was practically a second 
career,” she says. “Not that I collec-
ted art, far from it. I have never had 
a liking for auctions and fairs. I spent 
time in museums, researched artists, 
and investigated the spiritual, social 
and economic sides of art. It served 
as a counterpoint to my work on Wall 
Street.” After Wall Street, she moved 
to the Friesian countryside with her 
then-partner, a Dutch painter. “He 
was interested in painting the lands-
cape; I could pursue my research  
in peace.  At a certain point, my  
interest in the role that money  
plays returned.” 

Because things got a bit too 
quiet in the Friesian countryside, 
Plotnitsky and her partner moved to 

Amsterdam. They bought a rundown 
apartment on Herengracht, with 
the intention of turning it into an 
exhibition space. But the relations-
hip came to an end, and Plotnitsky 
was faced with the question of what 
to do with that empty space. She 
decided to turn it into a gallery, The 
Merchant House, a meeting place  
for artists, art-lovers, buyers and 
broad audiences.

“No, not a salon,” she says emphati-
cally, “I practically hate the word. A 
salon is a place for friends, for like-
minded people, to pursue joint inte-
rests; I am more in favor of an open 
space for diverse groups of people.” 
The numbers so far indicate that she 
is on track. Among the visitors to 
The Merchant House, there are only 
seventeen who have actually bought 
artworks. In the meantime, an inte-
rested crowd of over one hundred 
on average attends the lectures and 
recitals, which are organized regu-
larly. And the mailing list extends to 
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a thousand names. “The buyers sup-
port the whole program as it were,” 
she says. “But it’s a business venture, 
not a charity. The Merchant House 
supports itself.”

On the table lie two thick volumes, 
which Plotnitsky brought to the inter-
view and which have informed her 
new perspective on money: Fault Lines 
by the Indian central bank president 
Rhaguram Rajan and The Philosophy 
of Money by the German philosopher 
Georg Simmel. With a simple example 
she tries to demonstrate what she 
means by her statement that people 
“should have pleasure” in the instru-
mental role of money. “When I go to 
buy a coffee in the morning, I get to 
talk to the people in the café. That’s 
what I enjoy. The transaction is not 
about simply purchasing something. I 
could just as easily have made coffee 
myself.” She is also eager to add that 
this is typical of Amsterdam, unthin-
kable in New York or Paris as such.

“It’s this house and Amsterdam that 
led me to the idea of The Merchant 
House,” she says. “Because of a lack 
of infrastructure in the Amsterdam 
of the past, the merchants had to 
immediately allocate their resources 
and give something back to the city 
and the community. That appea-
led to me. It’s of course great when 
someone like Bill Gates ends his 

career by placing money in a foun-
dation to pursue philanthropy, but 
I am drawn to a different sense of 
timing. After 20 years in the ban-
king business, my financial position 
is fine, and I don’t feel I should be 
saving to do nice things later. I enjoy 
what I am doing now.” 

When Plotnitsky talks about the 
business side of The Merchant 
House and the fact that the income 
is largely reinvested in a rounded 
program of readings, recitals, books 
and catalogues, it begs the ques-
tion if it could be categorized as a 
foundation. The question initially 
leads to some confusion, because 
she thinks of a charity à la Bill Gates 
Foundation, with its resources used 
for philanthropy. That a foundation 
is able to propel a business without 
a profit motive does make sense to 
her, however.

Running The Merchant House as 
a business does not, according to 
Plotnitsky, in any way imply selling 
artworks at the lowest possible price 
so that they can later be disposed 
off as expensively as possible. “That 
is a financial model based on profit 
maximization, as we all got to study 
in business school. But for me that 
goes somehow too far. The fact that 
an artist has been shown everywhere 
cannot mean that his work is more 
valuable than the work of an artist 
who has matured through years of 
anonymity. It’s my job to say some-
thing about the value—but how can 
you establish a price for something 
that’s actually priceless?” 

The moment when Plotnitsky 
started to develop her ideas for The 
Merchant House coincided with the 
start of the bank crisis. “In 2000, 
when I left Wall Street, bankers were 
highly respected; since the break-
out of the crisis, bankers—due to 
their exclusive preoccupation with 
money—became persona non grata. 
I stopped with banking for similar 
reasons, but this attitude did not 
seem right to me. I have worked with 
many people who were doing very 
good things.” The question whether 
her renewed interest in the value of 
money should be considered as a 
form of solidarity with her colleagues 
currently fallen from grace—she  
answers in the negative, be it with 
some hesitation.
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‘G
eldkanbevrijdend
werken’, zegtMarsha
Plotnitsky (61). ‘Als
eenmeester zijn slaaf
gaatbetalen, ontstaat
eenverhouding tus-

senwerkgever enwerknemer.Datbe-
vrijdt zowelde slaaf alsdemeester.Geld
isdaarbij onmisbaar.’ Alswordt tegenge-
worpendatdeAmerikaanseplantage-ei-
genaren indezeventiendeendeacht-
tiendeeeuw tochgeldhadden, zegt ze
glimlachend: ‘Geld is eenmiddel.Hetwil
niet zeggendathetdoor iedereengoed
wordt gebruikt.Mensenzoudenplezier
moetenhebben inhet gebruíkenvan
geld.’
Dathaarbelangrijkste levenslesmet

geld temakenheeft,wekt vaneenafstand
geziengeenverbazing. Zo’n twintig jaar
maaktede inSint-Petersburggeboren
Plotnitsky carrièreopWall Street,waar ze
managingdirectorwas vandezakenbank
Donaldson,Lufkin& Jenrette.Maar in
2000zette zedaar eenpuntachter.
‘Ikwasbezigmetgrotedeals, groot

geld, grotebedragen, fusies enoverna-
mes,maarhetdraaidealleenomgeld,
omzoveelmogelijkwinstmaken, en
niet ommensen.Datwasme tegengaan
staan. Ikwildede rest vanmijn leven
nietsmeermetgeldenzakenvandoen
hebben. Ikwildemezelf verderontwik-
kelen.’
‘Ikbenaltijd erg inkunst geïnteres-

seerdgeweest.Hetwaseensoort tweede
carrière’, vertelt ze. ‘Nietdat ikkunst
verzamelde,helemaalniet, ikhebnooit
belangstellinggehadvoor veilingenof
kunstbeurzen. Ikbezochtmuseaendeed
onderzoeknaarkunstenaars. Ikkeek
naarde spirituele, sociale eneconomi-
schekantenvankunst.Hetdiendeals
tegenwicht voorhetwerkopWall Street.’
NaWall Street verhuisde zemethaar
toenmalige vriend, eenNederlandse
schilder, naarhetFrieseplatteland. ‘Hij
wildede ruimte schilderen, ikkonop
mijngemakstuderen.Toen raakte ik
tochweergeïnteresseerd inde roldie
geldkanspelen.’
Omdathet tochwat té rustigwerdop

hetFrieseplatteland, verhuisdenPlot-
nitsky enhaarpartnernaarAmsterdam.
Zekochteneenuitgewoondappartement
opdeHerengracht,metdebedoelinger
eenexpositieruimte in temaken.Maar
de relatie ging stukenPlotnitsky stond
voorde vraagwat zemetdie lege ruime
aanmoest. Zebesloot er eengalerie van
temaken,TheMerchantHouse, eneen
ontmoetingsruimte voorkunstenaars,
kunstliefhebbers, kopers enbelangstel-
lenden.
‘Nee, geensalon’, zegt zehartstochte-

lijk, ‘ikhebzo’nhekel aandatwoord.Een
salon is voor vrienden, voorgelijkgestem-
den,omzaken tedoen, terwijl ik juist
eenopen ruimtewil voor allerlei soorten
mensen.’Uit de cijfersblijktdat zedaarin
geslaagd is. Vandebezoekers vanThe
MerchantHouse zijner slechts zeventien
dieaf en toewerkkopen, terwijl er gemid-
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‘Jemoet plezier hebben inhet gebruíken vangeld’

deldhonderdbelangstellendennaarde
lezingenen recitals komendiemet regel-
maat gehoudenworden.Demailinglist
telt duizendnamen. ‘Dekopersbetalen
alshetwarehetheleprogramma’, zegt ze.
‘Maarhet is eenzakelijkeonderneming,
geen liefdadigheid.TheMerchantHouse
bedruipt zichzelf.’
Voorhet interviewheeft Plotniskyde

dikkeboekenop tafel gelegddiehaar
opeennieuwemaniernaargeldhebben
lerenkijken,FaultLines vande Indiase
centralebankpresidentRhaguramRajan,
enThePhilosophyofMoney vandeDuitse
filosoofGeorgSimmel.Met eenklein
voorbeeldprobeert zeuit te leggenwat ze
bedoeltmethaar eigenstellingdatmen-
sen ‘moetengenieten’ vande instrumen-
tele rol vangeld. ‘Als ik ’s ochtendseen
kopkoffiegakopen,maak ikeenpraatje
metdemensen inhet café.Daargeniet ik
van.Die transactie isniet alleenbedoeld
omiets tekopen, ikhadookzelf koffie
kunnenzetten.’Meteenvoegt ze eraan
toedat zoiets inAmsterdamkan,maar
dathet inNewYorkofParijs ondenkbaar
zouzijn.
‘Het isdit huis enAmsterdamdatmij

ophet idee voorTheMerchantHouse
gebrachtheeft’, zegt ze. ‘Omdat er inAm-
sterdamvroeger geen infrastructuurwas,

warenkoopliedengedwongenonmiddel-
lijk ietsmethunvermogenvoorde stad
endegemeenschap terug tedoen.Dat
spreektmeaan.Het isnatuurlijkmooi
dat iemandalsGates aanhet einde van
zijn carrière zijngeld ineenstichting
steektomfilantropie tebedrijven,maar
bijmij isde timinganders.Mijnfinanci-
elepositie isprima,na twintig jaar inhet
bankiersvak,maar ikhebgeengeldnodig
omlater leukedingen tedoen. Ikgeniet
vanwat iknudoe.’
WanneerPlotnitskyoverde zakelijke

kantenvanTheMerchantHouse vertelt,
waarbij de inkomstengrotendeelswor-
den teruggesluisdnaarhet completepro-
grammavan lezingen, recitals, boeken
enbrochures,wordt gevraagdofhet in
eenstichtingzoukunnenwordenonder-
gebracht.De vraag leidt aanvankelijk tot
verwarring, omdat zemeteenaaneen
stichtingà laGatesFoundationdenkt,
waarbij vermogenvoorfilantropiewordt
gebruikt.Dat eenstichtingookmoge-
lijkhedenbiedtomeenbedrijf zonder
winstoogmerk tekunnen latendraaien,
spreekthaar echterwel aan.
TheMerchantHousemagdaneen

zakelijkeaangelegenheid zijn,het is er
Plotnitsky volgenseigenzeggenniet om
tedoenkunstwerken tegenzo laagmo-

gelijkeprijzenaan tekopenomze later
zoduurmogelijk vandehand tedoen.
‘Hethelefinanciëlemodel is gebaseerd
opwinstmaximalisatie, dat krijgenwe
opdebusinessschool aangeleerd.Maar
dat gaatmij te ver.Het feit dat eenkun-
stenaar al overal gehangenheeft,wil
niet zeggendat zijnwerkmeerwaard is
dandat vaneenkunstenaarwienswerk
jarenlang indeanonimiteit heeft kunnen
rijpen.Het ismijnwerkomietsoverdie
waarde te zeggen,maarhoekun je een
prijsbepalenvan ietsdat eigenlijkonbe-
taalbaar is?’
HetmomentwaaropPlotnitskyhaar

ideeënvoorTheMerchantHouseont-
wikkelde, viel toevallig samenmetde
bankencrisis. ‘In2000, toen ikwegging
vanWall Street,warenbankiers gerespec-
teerd, sindshetuitbrekenvandecrisis
zijnbankierspersonanongrataomdat
het zealleenomgeld zougaan. Ikben
destijdsomdie redengestopt,maardie
veranderdehouding voelde tochnietfijn.
Ikhebmet veelmensengewerktdiegoed
bezigwaren.’De vraagofhaarhernieuw-
debelangstelling voordewaarde vangeld
als eensolidariteitsbetuigingmethaar
inongenadegevallencollega’smoetwor-
denbeschouwd, antwoordt zeontken-
nend, zij hetnaenigeaarzeling.

Marsha Plotnitsky:
‘Amsterdamse kooplieden
moestenmeteen iets terug-
doen voor de gemeenschap.’
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Kunst
‘Hoebepaal je
eenprijs van iets
onbetaalbaars’
Contact
‘Als ik ineencafé
eenkoffiebestel,
gaathetommeer
daneenaankoop’

VoormaligeWall Street-bankierMarsha Plotnitsky geeft geld een nieuwe rol in haar Amsterdamse kunstgalerie
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Marsha Plotnitsky: “Amsterdam’s merchants had to  
immediately give something back to the community.”

The Merchant House 
Herengracht 254 
1016 BV  Amsterdam 
The Netherlands

Open:  
Every Friday from  
12–6 pm and by  
appointment

A modern take on the Amsterdam tradition of a merchant 
A playful mix of life and commerce  
A radical shift in showcasing contemporary art 
Art space founded by Marsha Plotnitsky in 2012


