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This month, my friend threw a birthday party for her toddler. The classic elements—balloons, striped cone-shaped hats, and two kinds of homemade cake (chocolate and vanilla)—culminated in the climax of every birthday party: The moment when the celebrants gather around the guest of honor and sing “Happy Birthday to You.”Later that night, as my friend
put her child to bed, the little girl announced that she didn’t like the birthday song and felt mad when people sang it to her. “I think she means that she got anxious,” my friend said, translating a three-year-old’s emotional vocabulary. And so it was that her young child was ushered into an important rite of passage—feeling deeply awkward on your birthday.It’s
hard not to feel embarrassed when you’re the recipient of the “Happy Birthday” song. Part of the problem lies in the one-sidedness of the tradition: While everyone else sings and stares, the birthday honoree has nothing to do. Joining in feels inappropriate. It’s fine for others to congratulate you on not being dead yet, but a bit self-obsessed to congratulate
yourself.Our birthdays, after all, are a reminder that time is passing, which forces even the toughest among us to take stock of our lives.But the bigger issue with the birthday song is that it brings to the forefront the deeper discomfort that many people, from toddlers to grownups, feel about celebrating our birthdays in general. Some of us simply hate being the
center of attention. Others crumble under the stress. Often, the celebrations can just be kind of a let down. The classic children’s book The Berenstain Bears and Too Much Birthday memorably captures the feeling of emotional overload that comes with excitement and high expectations, warning, “At the first big party we sometimes forget, that the birthday
bear may end up upset.” And yet lower-key plans can also lead to disappointment. Who among us hasn’t been—or feared becoming—Carrie in one memorable Sex and the City episode, sitting by herself at a restaurant, convinced her friends have stood her up?Perhaps the safest route for the birthday-shy would be to relinquish celebrations altogether. But
friends and family members often want to mark the occasion. And even self-proclaimed “non-birthday people” tend to want some kind of acknowledgment—a glass of champagne with a loved one, phone calls and texts from family and friends. Our birthdays, after all, are a reminder that time is passing, which forces even the toughest among us to take stock
of our lives. It’s hard to believe that anyone truly wants to spend their birthday feeling as if no one has taken notice of their existence at all.So what’s to be done about the problem of birthdays—particularly when you’re an adult, and the more immediate gratifications (frosting, presents) have lost their luster?There’s no easy way to get past a birthday’s inherent
awkwardness, which emerges from the tension between our desire to feel loved and appreciated by others and our self-consciousness about that desire, with some healthy fear of mortality thrown into the mix. But we can, at least, understand the roots of that awkwardness with a bit of historical context, as told through the lens of the birthday song.A brief
history of “Happy Birthday”Today, “Happy Birthday” is the most-sung ditty in the English language, according to the Guinness Book of World Records. A 2018 video from Conde Nast Traveler, featuring people from 70 different countries singing their nations’ traditional birthday songs, reveals that the song is also standard in countries ranging from France,
Spain, Germany, and Italy to China, South Korea, South Africa, Malaysia, Lebanon, Egypt, and beyond.We have a Kentucky educator Patty Hill and her sister, ethnomusicologist Mildred Hill, to thank—or blame—for unleashing the “Happy Birthday” song upon the world. In 1889, Patty and Mildred teamed up to write songs for children, as George Washington
University law professor Robert Brauneis explains in a paper (paywall) about the song’s complicated legal history. Patty, the principal at a local kindergarten, was the lyricist, while Mildred wrote the melodies.To create the song we know today, the sisters went through an iterative process, testing the music out on Patty’s students to see which parts were
difficult for kids to sing and adjusting it accordingly. The melody that we know today as “Happy Birthday” was first written as “Good Morning to All”; you can probably guess the lyrics.But by the 1910s, according to Brauneis, “Happy Birthday” began to appear as a variation of the lyrics in American songbooks. Birthday celebrations had only recently become
commonplace in US culture, he explains, and so a song designated for the occasion had little in the way of competition. He writes:According to scholar Elizabeth Pleck, birthday parties did not become common even among wealthy Americans until the late 1830s; modern birthday cakes emerged after 1850; and peer-culture birthday parties, involving children
of the same age as the child whose birthday was being celebrated, emerged between 1870 and 1920, after American  urban public schools became age-graded.To be clear, it wasn’t as if no one in history had ever celebrated birthdays before. Ancient Romans threw birthday bashes featuring gift-giving and banquets, which served the dual purpose of
honoring each individual’s personal deity (pdf). Medieval Germans prepared precursors to modern-day birthday cakes for children, calling the occasion Kinderfest; the British journal Folk-Lore, circa 1883, reported that the Swiss stuck candles on the cake, one for each year of life, and required the honoree to “solemnly blow out the candles one after the
other.” Well-off families in Victorian England also threw lavish birthday parties for their kids, according to Pleck, using them as a ritual that could “teach children the manners they would need to assume their place of privilege in society.”But birthday parties only truly went mainstream in the 20th century, buoyed by factors including the relatively recent cultural
celebration of childhood and the prosperous post-World War II era that gave rise to America’s robust middle class. (It’s worth noting, too, that given sky-high child mortality rates across cultures for most of history, celebrating birthdays may have seemed like tempting fate.) As birthday recognition increasingly became the norm, so too did “Happy Birthday”
become woven into the fabric of festivities.Brauneis notes several landmark moments in the tune’s path to ubiquity. It was featured in the world’s first singing telegram in 1933; in two 1937 Hollywood films, On the Avenue and Stella Dallas; and in Marilyn Monroe’s historically seductive 1962 rendition at Madison Square Garden, on the occasion of John F.
Kennedy’s 45th birthday.The song’s incredible popularity meant that whoever owned the rights to it stood to rake in a lot of revenue. In 1988, Warner Music Group acquired control of the song, allowing it to make at least $2 million each year from commercial performances, including film and TV shows. That set off a contentious series of copyright disputes,
which were finally settled in 2016, when a US district judge approved a settlement that put “Happy Birthday” in the public domain.Folkloric feelIt’s worth noting that while “Happy Birthday” is the go-to song for many people around the world, there are alternatives. Some black Americans instead sing Stevie Wonder’s “Happy Birthday” song, originally written
during the push to make Martin Luther King, Jr.’s birthday a national holiday, as Aisha Harris writes for Slate. And some countries, including The Netherlands, Poland, Israel, and Mexico, have their own distinct melodies and lyrics. Russia apparently has several options, including a melancholy tune originally popularized by an accordian-playing Claymation
crocodile.But it seems that a lot of countries and cultures today do share the desire to have some kind of birthday song to mark the occasion; a tune that we first hear when we’re small, and that we keep singing—to our own children, and to one another—as we grow up. Setting aside national anthems and religious hymns, Brauneis notes that “Happy
Birthday” is often “the only secular song passed down through an oral folk song tradition and still sung in adulthood.”He also quotes David Huron, a professor of music at Ohio State University, who observed in a 1999 lecture that “Happy Birthday” is noteworthy in part because it is a “thoroughly domestic work … performed in the kitchen or the lunch room
rather than the concert hall. No other musical work has evoked so much spontaneous music-making.” “Happy Birthday,” in other words, is an incredibly common song that—because it is sung specifically, each year, to us—feels deeply personal.Accepting embarrassmentThere’s a sadness to “Happy Birthday” that’s inextricable from its sweetness. Today in
the US, it’s often sung almost comically slowly, at the tempo of a dirge. By beyond that, the song is bound to remind us of when we were little and vulnerable, and make us think about all the ways that we’re still pretty vulnerable now, too. This is why the news that the Mars Rover hummed a lonely, hopeful “Happy Birthday” to itself back in 2013, on a planet
millions of miles away, was enough to move plenty of people back on Earth to the brink of tears.We can no more hope to avoid the “Happy Birthday” song than we can avoid the process of aging itself. But while many of us may blush or squirm when “Happy Birthday” is directed our way, we also love to sing it to someone else. Take a look at that Conde Nast
Traveler video again; how sincere everyone looks, bobbing their heads along with the melody or clasping their hands in proper choral style. It’s a melody designed to be so simple that almost anyone can sing along, which makes it the perfect ritual. And there’s comfort in rituals, even ones that simultaneously make us uncomfortable, too.These conflicting
emotions are at the heart of the “Happy Birthday” song. We can no more hope to avoid it than we can avoid the process of aging itself, and the inevitable losses and disappointments that we’ll face. But the song is a small, dependable gift we can offer one another, whether we’re close family or strangers in a restaurant. Sure, it’s embarrassing to sit there while
everyone sings, but that’s fitting. It’s embarrassing to be alive, generally. At least in this case, afterward, there’s cake.My friend’s toddler is already coming to terms with these realities. The day after her party, she told her mom that she’d decided she liked the song after all, and she couldn’t wait to sing “Happy Birthday” again. She’ll have plenty of chances.
The song "Happy Birthday to You" has become a classic, sung at birthday parties around the world. But the song did not start out as an ode to the annual celebration of birthdays, and the song's writers didn't originally get credit. The Guinness Book of World Records ranks "Happy Birthday to You" as the most recognizable song in English. It's been translated
into at least two dozen languages. Here's the story behind the "Happy Birthday to You" song.  The melody and lyrics of "Happy Birthday to You" were written by sisters Mildred J. Hill (1859-1916) and Patty Smith Hill (1868-1946). Patty was a schoolteacher who developed the Patty Hill blocks which were building blocks used as educational tools. She also
was a faculty member at Columbia University Teachers College and was one of the founders of the National Association for Nursery Education, which was later renamed the National Association for the Education of Young Children (NAEYC). Mildred also was an educator who later became a composer, organist, and pianist.  The melody was composed by
Mildred and the lyrics were written by Patty, but it was originally for a classroom greeting song titled "Good Morning to All," intended to be a daily classroom greeting for small children. The song "Good Morning to All" was part of the book "Song Stories for the Kindergarten" which the sisters co-wrote and published in 1893. It is still unclear who changed the
lyrics that turned it into a birthday song, but it was first published in 1924 in a book edited by Robert H. Coleman. The song became popular and in 1934, Jessica Hill, Mildred and Patty's sister, filed a lawsuit. She claimed the use of the "Good Morning to You" melody in "Happy Birthday to You" was unauthorized. In 1935, Jessica, who was working with
publisher Clayton F. Summy Company, copyrighted and published "Happy Birthday to You." In the 1930s, the Clayton F. Summy Company was bought by John F. Sengstack and renamed Birch Tree Ltd. In 1998, Birch Tree Ltd was in turn bought by Warner Chappell for $25 million in 1988.  Warner Chappell tried to argue that the copyright for the song in the
U.S. would not expire until 2030, making unauthorized performances of the song illegal.  In 2013, Warner Chappell was sued for claiming false copyright on "Happy Birthday to You." A federal judge ruled in 2015 that Warner Chappell's claim to a copyright on the song was not valid. Its registration, the judge ruled, only covered a specific piano version, not the
melody and lyrics.  Warner Chappell settled the case for $14 million in 2016, with the court ruling that "Happy Birthday to You" was, in fact, in the public domain, and that performances of the song were not subject to royalties or otherwise restricted. Today is Facebook’s 11th birthday. Hey, happy birthday, Facebook! We’d sing you a song, but it turns out we’d
be breaking the law.  It’s crazy, but true—singing “Happy Birthday to You” in public is illegal. Want to hear something else that’s equally perplexing?  The tune was Google’s most-searched song in January, according to the company’s trending charts.  Yes, the birthday song. That one.  Look, we’ve thought long and hard about this, and it doesn’t make a lick
of sense. Why, in the year 2015, would millions of Americans flock to Google to look up the one song that literally everyone in the world—including 2-year-olds!—knows all the words to? Did they forget how it goes? Was there some kind of quiz?  The Guinness Book of World Records named “Happy Birthday to You”—all 12 whopping words of it—the most
recognizable song in the English language, yet more people searched for it last month than “Let It Go” from Frozen (#2), “Shake It Off” by Taylor Swift (#3), and Kenny Rogers’ “The Gambler” (#4) . . . which is actually a little weird, too, now that we think about it.  For whatever reason, it looks like America’s got a bad case of birthday fever. And we’ll happily
provide the prescription if it means more page views for us. So in honor of Facebook’s special day, here are five surprising facts about the iconic song—which, once again, even friggin’ babies know by heart. (And for more fun and depressing b-day facts, discover What Your Birth Month Says About You.)  1. No one’s really sure who wrote it.  You can credit
the indelible melody to Kentucky sisters Mildred and Patty Hill, who wrote the original song—called “Good Morning to All,” with completely different lyrics—way back in 1893 as a musical greeting for kindergarten teachers to sing to their students every morning. But somewhere along the line, someone put the now-famous words to the melody, and by the mid-
1930s the combo tune had pretty much become the standard birthday song.  2. Lots of people have sued each other over it. In 1933, Irving Berlin used the “Good Morning to All” melody in his musical, As Thousands Cheer. Upon hearing it, Jessica Hill—sibling of Mildred and Patty—was pissed that her sisters were missing out on songwriting credit and
compensation. After a lawsuit fizzled out, she partnered with a publishing company to finally, officially copyright the song in 1935. Seven years later, Hill sued that publisher for royalties over a licensing dispute, but then everyone made up, presumably content to just sit back and watch the money roll in.  3. Paul McCartney doesn’t own it.   The song’s
publishing rights kept getting transferred via business expansions and acquisitions throughout the 20th century—we won’t bore you with the details—but the last we checked, “Happy Birthday to You” now belongs solely to a subsidiary of the publishing arm of Warner Music Group. There’s an urban legend that former Beatle Paul McCartney snatched up the
rights. But that’s not true; Macca just owns a ton of other musicians’ catalogs, including Buddy Holly’s. (Fun fact: For many years, Michael Jackson owned the majority of McCartney’s Beatles songs. Obscenely rich people—they’re just like us!)   4. It’s technically illegal to sing. What, you think you can just walk around and sing “Happy Birthday to You” all willy-
nilly and get away with it? Nice try, buddy. Technically, every time you croon the song in public, you owe Warner a small royalty—which adds up to a reported $2 million a year. That’s why you almost never hear the tune in TV shows or movies, and it’s the reason restaurants create their own uncomfortable, borderline nonsensical birthday songs to unleash
upon unsuspecting eaters. But unless Warner’s got your house or office bugged—and honestly, you never know—you can sing it in private without ponying up.  (That's not the only seemingly harmless act that's actually illegal. Check out 6 Crimes You Don't Know You're Committing.)  5. But in 15 years, it will be fair game.   When Jessica Hill originally
copyrighted the song in 1935, it was set to enter the public domain in 1991—or in two 28-year terms, as per the law back then. But copyright acts in ’76 and ’98 extended protection, so now, Warner will keep printing money off of “Happy Birthday to You” until 2030. Want to sing a perfectly legal birthday song anywhere you go, without fear of being
prosecuted? Try something like “Swing Low Sweet Chariot” or “My Mammy,” both of which are in the public domain!  This content is created and maintained by a third party, and imported onto this page to help users provide their email addresses. You may be able to find more information about this and similar content at piano.io
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