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Architect
(1898-1969)

Pietro D. Canali was born in Brescia, Italy on August 11, 1898 and attended
elementary and high schools there. In 1915 he entered the Architectural School
of the Fine Arts Academy of Bologna, graduating in 1919. Canali continued his
architectural studies 1920-21 at the École d’Architecture de Nancy in northeastern France. He moved to California in October 1924, with his Italian wife Laura, and obtained
employment as a draftsman with the firm of Ashley and Evers, working for them for two years.
In December 1926 he joined the concrete and terrazzo company, P. Grassi & Co, designing and
supervising the construction of their “Travertite” Works, a classic Art Deco building on Bayshore
Boulevard (since demolished). Travetite was a slab of marble chips and black concrete, cast and
polished; identical to marble in appearance, but with greater heat resistance.

Accepted by his clients, contractors and friends as an architect, Canali lacked the required State license
to be able to advertise himself as such. He tried to remedy that by taking the exams in July 1930.
Immediately afterwards, confident that he had passed, he left for Europe, but found upon his return
in January 1931 that he had been asked to retake one set of exams and to present himself before the
Board of Architectural Examiners in October 1930. Missing that session, he started afresh in July
1931, but with the onset of the Great Depression, the Board, perhaps feeling that new architects were
not needed in California at that time, awarded licenses to only two of 30 candidates. Despite only
being able to call himself a ‘Building Designer’, the early 1930's were a productive time for Canali.
In the Marina district alone, the Italian community employed him to design several significant homes.
3201 Baker was completed in 1930. The fine houses at 3299 Baker and 2415 Bay, built adjacent to
each other in 1931, both enjoy views of the Palace of Fine Arts across the lagoon. Two houses on the
3100 block of Baker had to be moved in 1937 to accommodate the construction of Richardson Avenue
to handle traffic to and from the Golden Gate Bridge. They are now at 2457 Bay and 133 Richardson.

Several more of Canali’s major
commissions in San Francisco from
the early 1930's can still be
appreciated. The Deco-influenced
building at 627 Vallejo, just west of
Columbus, served the North Beach
neighborhood for decades as Rossi’s
Market. It has gone through a couple
of re-incarnations since it closed,
most recently as Piazza’s Market, but
retains its original Art Deco
appearance.
The 1930 house at 298 Chestnut, on the corner of
Grant, built for importer Louis Demartini was
probably Canali’s most significant contribution to
San Francisco’s residential architectural legacy. On
a view lot in excess of 9,000 sq. ft., and orientated
towards its corner location, the house, in an
assymetrical Italian Renaissance style, retains its
original character. Its recent very substantial
renovation ensures that it will remain a prominent
architectural asset, for not just Telegraph Hill, but
San Francisco as a whole, for many years to come.

From 1929 to 1941 Peter and Laura Canali lived in San Mateo, raising their three sons - John, Charles
and Gabriel. Canali was able to obtain several commissions for houses there and also for a parking
garage on San Mateo Drive. His two major commissions in 1936 were in Piedmont and Sonoma. In
1937 he remodeled the flats at 2250-52 Larkin and the house at 3633 Washington (for John Traina).
From April 1937 to November 1938, Canali worked for the established architectural firm of Miller
& Pflueger. He followed that with a significant commission collaborating with the celebrated Italian
architect Alfio Susini on the design (also supervising the construction) of the Italian State Tourist
Office for the Golden Gate International Exposition, which opened on Treasure Island for 8 months
in 1939 and was revived for 4 more months in 1940. The design was described as showing “... the
main characteristics of Italian exposition architecture: decorative and vigorous use of lettering, the
handling of fine building stones in large smooth planes, and a monumentality which is appropriate.”

Italian Building, Golden Gate International Exposition, Treasure Island, 1939-1940
Architect: Alfio Susini; Collaborator and Supervisor of Construction: Peter Canali

In 1942, during World War II, Canali turned his talents to naval architecture with the San Francisco
firm of Joselyn & Ryan. At the end of 1942, he moved the family to Chicago, working for
Montgomery Ward (for a year) and then Marshall Field (for two years) on various projects. When
they returned to the Bay Area, Canali worked for several different architects, including William
Gladstone Merchant, as well as directly for United California Theaters and Pacific Gas & Electric.
Canali wound down his practice in the 1960's, retiring to Sonoma. His wife Laura passed away on
December 26, 1962. In October 1985, the Board of Architectural Examiners wrote to him at his last
known address - 556 Michael Drive, Sonoma - finally ready to grant him licensure as an architect after
Governor Deukmejian had signed AB 2196 into law, which empowered the Board to grant licenses
to registered building designers. Tragically, that long-overdue recognition came 15 years too late for
Canali, as he had died in San Francisco on September 20, 1969, at the age of 71.
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