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On his new holiday album, Tony Bennett does not sing the song from “Mame” called “We Need a Little Christmas.” But retailers, confronting what may be the most challenging holiday season in years, are sponsoring a sleigh full of promotions — even one featuring Mr. Bennett — meant to convince consumers they still need to do a little — nay, a lot — of Christmas shopping. 





A painting by Tony Bennett is on the Bloomingdale’s bag. 

Many retail campaigns will start appearing on Saturday; the day after Halloween has become the traditional start of the crucial holiday shopping season. But the timing could hardly be worse, coming amid the financial crisis and the turmoil on Wall Street — and two days after the release of dismal economic data showing that consumer spending dropped for the first time since 1991, a severe recession year.

 “Nobody is going to say the fourth quarter won’t be tough,” said Jack Hruska, executive vice president for creative services at the Bloomingdale’s division of Macy’s Inc. Still, “we didn’t pull back,” he added, because that would be “foolish.”

“People want to feel good about the holidays and what the holidays mean,” Mr. Hruska said, “sharing time with family and friends.”

And “shopping can take your mind off the uncertainty we have to live with every minute of the day,” he added. “Even if you don’t buy anything, you can always wander around and do something free at Bloomingdale’s.”

Bloomingdale’s is making Mr. Bennett the centerpiece of an elaborate holiday promotion with the theme “Oh what fun.” The campaign extends a fall promotion focused on music with elements that include selling in stores and online special versions of the new Bennett album, “A Swingin’ Christmas Featuring the Count Basie Big Band,” that contain a bonus track, “Jingle Bells.” Mr. Bennett has been asked to perform when the holiday windows are introduced at the Lexington Avenue store on Nov. 20, and an organization named Musicians On Call will get help raising money to bring recorded and live music to hospital patients.

The campaign features Mr. Bennett’s work as an artist as well as a singer. His painting of Santa Claus and a Maltese — modeled after his own dog — riding in a taxicab past the windows will be featured on the Bloomingdale’s holiday shopping bags.

“One thing about the holidays: No matter what happens, the holidays soften everybody,” Mr. Bennett said in a telephone interview from Dallas, where he performed two concerts this week. 

The campaign comes two years after Mr. Bennett promoted an album, “Duets,” with two retailers, Target and Starbucks. As a native New Yorker, Mr. Bennett said, he has a fondness for Bloomingdale’s, explaining: “My mom was adamant about not buying anything. Except if it was from Bloomingdale’s, it was O.K.”

Mr. Bennett’s son, Danny, who is his longtime manager, was asked about his father’s appearance in a campaign for a big retailer at this fraught time for the national economy.

“If you look at history, during the Great Depression, entertainment became the escape for everybody,” Danny Bennett replied, adding: “For $10, you can buy a CD you can have forever. In a time where there’s belt-tightening, music is an excellent value and makes an emotional connection.”

According to Mr. Hruska, Bloomingdale’s is not changing any aspects of the campaign because of the recent economic downturn. That includes having the Infiniti luxury division of the Nissan Motor Company sponsor the introduction of the holiday windows and selling, through the 725,000 copies of the Bloomingdale’s holiday catalog, a “premier edition” of the 2009 Infiniti G convertible.

“The luxury market has been impacted like the rest of the car market” by the economy, said Ben Poore, vice president for marketing at Infiniti. But “there’s still great demand for product like this that’s unique, that’s exclusive,” he added, referring to a plan to limit to 200 the number of Infinitis to be sold through Bloomingdale’s starting Nov. 10.

