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Real Estate Isn’t About 
Property Any More Than 
Birthdays Are About Cake
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By James A. Landon

Most of us don’t give much thought to why we celebrate birthdays. We just do. Cake. Candles. A brief moment where 
time pauses and the individual is acknowledged. But like many things we take for granted in modern commerce and real 
estate, birthday celebrations have a surprisingly technical — and instructive — history. As with title, entity formation, and legal 
opinions, the story starts long before anyone thought about “best practices.”

In ancient civilizations, birthdays were not universal celebrations. They were reserved for the powerful. Ancient Egypt marked 
the “birth” of pharaohs as gods, often tied to coronation rather than literal birth. Ancient Rome eventually extended birthday 
celebrations to ordinary citizens, but primarily men, and often as markers of legal and social standing. For centuries, women’s 
birthdays went largely unrecognized in formal society. In other words, birthdays were originally about status, authority, and 
legitimacy, not cake.

That framing should sound familiar to anyone who works in real estate or finance. Much like early birthdays, property rights 
and legal recognition historically belonged to a narrow group. Over time, those rights expanded, but only after systems 
developed to recognize, document, and protect them.

Early Christianity rejected birthday celebrations altogether, viewing them as pagan, self-indulgent, and astrologically 
dangerous. The concern was that marking a birth invited misfortune or temptation. Instead, the Church focused on death 
anniversaries and saints’ days.

There’s an interesting parallel here: early resistance wasn’t about the event itself, but about risk allocation. Celebrating a 
birthday meant acknowledging time, change, and uncertainty — concepts that institutions have always been cautious about 
embracing without structure.  Sound familiar?

Modern real estate transactions didn’t become efficient until we developed standardized ways to address risk: title insurance, 
surveys, due diligence, and legal opinions. Before that, uncertainty ruled.

Birthdays became mainstream only once societies improved record-keeping. Once people could reliably document dates of 
birth, identity, lineage, and legal status, birthdays shifted from superstition to celebration.

That shift mirrors what happens in real estate every day. A deal becomes financeable not because the property exists, but 
because it can be documented, verified, and relied upon. The asset matters. The paper matters more.

The tradition of birthday candles traces back to ancient Greece, where candles were used to communicate wishes to the gods. 
Over time, that symbolism softened into ritual rather than belief, but the structure remained. In real estate, many transactional 
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“rituals” operate similarly. Opinions, certificates, and closing deliveries are not superstitions. They are structured ways of 
saying: “We’ve examined the facts, allocated the risk, and everyone can proceed with confidence.” What began as protection 
becomes tradition and eventually, expectation.

Birthdays today are about the recognition of the individual. Real estate transactions are increasingly about the same thing, 
especially as entity structures grow more complex and deals across jurisdictions. Both require clarity of identity, reliable 
records, and trusted intermediaries. Without those, celebration or closing doesn't happen.

We celebrate birthdays today because systems evolved to make them safe, meaningful, and universally recognized. The 
same is true for modern real estate transactions. Progress doesn’t come from ignoring risk. It comes from understanding it, 
documenting it, and building structures that allow people to move forward with confidence.

That’s as true for a birthday candle as it is for a closing table.
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