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ALICE SACHS ZIMET: 
STRADDLING

ARTS AND BUSINESS

ART

By: Mandy Hegarty

P
ho

to
gr

ap
hy

 C
ou

rt
es

y 
of

 K
ris

tin
e 

La
rs

en
 a

nd
 A

rt
 +

 A
uc

tio
n



www.privateairny.com Private Air New York | Fall 2015  31  

While attending an 
exhibition at the 
Parrish Art Museum in 
Southampton, New York, 
Zimet found what would 
be her first photography 
purchase: Andrew Bush’s 
“Columbines.” Only 
she couldn’t stop at one. 
Already demonstrating 
that common collector’s 
affliction – an insatiable 
appetite for art – Zimet 
purchased a second 
piece by Bush, “Studio 
Kitchen,” to pair with it. 
“I committed to buy it, but 
I couldn’t just have one. 
So I bought two pieces 
because I thought it needed 
a partner. In retrospect, I 
realize that was the seed of 
a manic collector. You just 
can’t have one.”

ART
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A lice Sachs Zimet 
has a knack for 
getting in early. Not 
only did she begin 
assembling her 

own prized collection when the 
photography market was nascent, 
she also demonstrated her proclivity 
for pioneering by creating the 
first sponsorship program in a 
commercial bank at The Chase 
Manhattan Bank, where she was 
Director of Cultural Affairs. Of 
course, true innovation is best 
identified in hindsight. “You don’t 
know it at the time – I think you 
are just living in that moment. It’s 
only when you can go back and take 
a look at it with a little distance,” 
Zimet reflects.

Today, Zimet is immersed in the 
photography world, chairing the 
Photograph Collections Committee 
at the Harvard Art Museums, serving 
on the Acquisitions Committee at the 
International Center of Photography 
and on the board of the Magnum 
Foundation, as well as teaching at 
New York University. In addition she 
runs her own arts consulting group, 
Arts + Business Partners.

Art was a presence in Zimet’s life 
from birth, an event which was 
celebrated by her parents – in the 
same way her siblings’ births were – 
by buying art. A series of 13 Bonnard 
lithographs, titled Quelques aspects 
de la vie de Paris, marked Zimet’s 
arrival and are now counted in her 
own collection. However, the family 
ties to the art world go back beyond 
her art-collecting parents to her 
great uncle Paul Sachs, who, much 
like Zimet herself, had a penchant 
for innovation. Sachs, the Associate 
Director at the Fogg Art Museum, 
was a pioneering figure in museology, 
developing one of the first museum 
studies courses at Harvard.   

While her sisters headed to Harvard, 

Zimet eschewed family tradition to 
pursue an art history education in 
New York. After a few twists and 
turns of life, including a stint at the 
Metropolitan Museum of Art, Zimet 
– armed with a top-tier art education 
– found herself in a rather unexpected 
place: The Chase Manhattan Bank. 
Here she plugged away in the 
Rockefeller-run bank’s philanthropy 
office, convincing the conservative 
corporate management to pledge 
money to everything from the arts 
to the AIDS crisis. After seven or 
so years, she moved into the role of 
Cultural Affairs Director, establishing 
the bank’s first corporate sponsorship 
scheme. Though now de rigueur, 
this type of program was practically 
unheard of in commercial banks at 
the time. 

Zimet’s passion for photography 
has its roots in a stretch at the 
International Center for Photography, 
where she interned during its opening 
year. “It influenced me tremendously,” 
she says. “But I wasn’t ready to collect. 
I didn’t know how to collect.” That 
chapter was still to come.

Her first acquisition came in the 
mid-1980s, round about the same 
time as she began her marketing 
role in the bank. A time when the 
photography market, “Was just 
in its early stages and you could 
actually get your arms around it.” 
While attending an exhibition 
at the Parrish Art Museum in 
Southampton, New York, Zimet 
found what would be her first 
photography purchase: Andrew 
Bush’s Columbines. Only she couldn’t 
stop at one. Already demonstrating 
that common collector’s affliction – 
an insatiable appetite for art – Zimet 
purchased a second piece by Bush, 
Studio Kitchen, to pair with it. “I 
committed to buy it, but I couldn’t 
just have one. So I bought two 
pieces because I thought it needed a 
partner. In retrospect, I realize that 

was the seed of a manic collector. 
You just can’t have one.”

In the years that have followed, Zimet 
has amassed more than 300 works 
with 100 or so artists represented. 
Among the predominantly black-
and-white collection are numerous 
portraits of visual artists. For instance, 
Cecil Beaton’s shot of David Hockney 
with his then-lover Henry Geldzahler 
(whom Zimet happened to intern 
under when he was the Metropolitan 
Museum of Art’s first 20th-century 
curator), and Robert Capa’s image 
of Pablo Picasso shading Françoise 
Gilot from the sunshine with a 
huge umbrella. Artists’ studios, such 
as Cezanne’s and Picasso’s by Bill 
Brandt and Brassai respectively, 
feature as do portraits of performance 
artists, including one of George Platt 
Lynes’s famous images of the New 
York City Ballet. 

From exclusively artist’s portraits, 
Zimet branched out, allowing the 
collection to develop along with 
her eye. “I kept the portraits but it 
became not artists but people living 
their lives.” She describes them as, 
“Sometimes tough, but always about 
humanity… Portraits that are not 
easy-listening. Portraits of people 
living their lives. Where maybe you 
see a little bit more into it, but it’s 
not somebody sitting there smiling.” 
A trio of portraits by Zanele Muholi, 
a South African photographer and 
visual activist documenting the black 
lesbian community in post-apartheid 
South Africa, are among the most 
recent acquisitions. 

While building her personal 
collection in the 1980s and 1990s, 
Zimet was also making waves in the 
banking realm, where her corporate 
sponsorship program generated “over 
a billion dollars in new assets under 
management for the private bank and 
another billion dollars or so for other 
areas within the bank.” In 1999, she 
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founded her own consultancy group, 
Arts + Business Partners, offering 
classes and specialist advisory services 
on the photography marketplace and 
corporate sponsorship.

Zimet now works with businesses 
on how to use the arts as a high net 
worth development tool, leveraging 
decades of experience, in addition 
to advising collectors as well as 
photographers on how to break 
into the marketplace. Zimet shares 
her insights on collecting too 
through classes and ‘boot camps’, 
which encompass presentations and 
classroom session as well as site visits 
to galleries, auction previews and 
private collections. “I think it is an 
investment, but you should not collect 
purely for investment…,” she says of P
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collecting. “However, it is important 
to understand that this is an asset 
class, it is a way of investing. It 
doesn’t have rules and regulations 
and there is no science to it. But 
there is a lot of due diligence needed 
and a lot of practical knowledge. 
Being practical will make you a 
smart collector.” 

Zimet has many tips to share. After-
sale auctions, for example, have 
yielded good deals for both her and 
her students. “One tip that people 
don’t realize is anything that doesn’t 
sell at auction is available. As soon 
as there is an auction, the results 
are posted within 24 hours on the 
website. Let’s say lot number one, 

two and four are sold and they don’t 
tell you the price of lot number three. 
You know that lot number three 
is available… You still pay the 25 
percent commission. You still pay 
tax. But you can negotiate, which you 
obviously can’t do during the auction. 
The rules change dramatically.” 

Exercising care and caution is key. 
“Make sure you get a condition report. 
Maybe something didn’t sell because 
it’s in rotten condition.” She maintains 
that one of the best ways to educate 
yourself is through peers. “You need 
a handful of people that befriend 
you… other collectors, auction house 
specialists, gallerists… There are 
people out there who can actually 

teach you a tremendous amount.”

“My hope is to empower others to 
have confidence and to be smarter. 
And confident in terms of purchases. 
I don’t tell people what to buy, I 
tell them how to buy it. And if I’m 
advising them, I might tell them what 
to buy,” says Zimet, before offering 
some sage parting words. “You should 
buy with your heart and you should 
buy with your brain, but you should 
never buy with your ears. You should 
never buy because somebody said so.”

Find out more about 
Arts + Business Partners’ 
consulting and training services at 
artsandbusinesspartners.com 
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