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It was one of those confusing nights at the opera, with women portraying men and 
infatuations crisscrossing every which way. Such was Francisco Courcelle's 
1744 Achilles in Skyros, presented Saturday night (the second of two performances) by 
the Orchestra of New Spain, at Moody Performance Hall.  
 
Discovered in a Spanish library and edited by ONS artistic director Grover Wilkins III, 
who also conducted, the opera was probably getting its first airings since the 18th century. 
Even in a scaled-down and occasionally scruffy presentation, it was replete with fresh, 
vivid music worthy to stand alongside Handel's operas.  
 
Set to a Pietro Metastasio libretto popular among other 18th-century composers, it 
dramatizes a lesser-known Achilles legend. Fearing the worst if Achilles went off to the 
Trojan wars, his mother dressed him as a girl and hid him in the court of the island 
kingdom of Skyros. But Deidamia, daughter of King Licomedes, realizes that this girl, 
"Pyrrha," is  actually a boy, and the two fall in love. Then Ulysses, in search of a hero, 
shows up, and things get even more complicated. 
 
Twenty years younger than Bach and Handel, born in Italy to French parents, Francisco 
Courcelle (1705-78) spent the second half of his life at the music-loving Spanish court. 
Wilkins has edited and performed several of the composer's sacred works. 
 
Achilles in Skyros was presented with no scenery, just upstage projections of paintings of 
classical structures, with line-by-line translations above. (An apparent computer 
malfunction briefly deprived us of both at the start of the second half.) Still, this was a 
bold undertaking, with extravagant costumes, in 18th-century styles, credited to Antonio 
Bartolo. The eight-voice chorus performed in modern black. 
 
Considerable stretches of recitative were replaced with linking narration, delivered by 
actors Nicole Berastequi and a rather-too-stentorian Steven Young. The late Gustavo 
Tambascio was credited with conceiving the production, staged by his assistant Jaime 
Puente. 
 
Achilles in Skyros sticks to the baroque convention of casting major male roles with 
castrati (none of that here) or women in male drag. The one exception is Licomedes, 
portrayed as a bit of a rustic — what can you expect on an island? — with a baritone to 
match, by Joshua Hughes. Otherwise, voices were fine, if of unequal power and dramatic 
effect.  
 
Carla Lуpez-Speziale almost pulled off the androgynous look as Achilles, her mezzo 
slightly on the darker side. Soprano Jocelyn Hansen was aptly fresh of voice and manner 
as Deidamia. Kayla Nanto was a petite but vocally substantive Ulysses. 
 
Some of the most arresting singing came in two smaller roles: Anna Predericka Popova 
boldly expressive as Arcade and Leslie Hochman as a bright-toned Nearco. Chabely 
Rendon portrayed Teagene, betrothed to the utterly uninterested Deidamia 



 
 
 
 

 
 
Jocelyn Hansen as Deidamia (left) and Leslie Hochman as Nearco perform during a 
rehearsal for the Orchestra of New Spain's opera Achilles in Skyros at Moody 
Performance Hall on Wednesday, Feb. 7, 2018.   (Rose Baca/Staff Photographer) 
 



 
 
Chorus singers perform during a rehearsal for the Orchestra of New Spain's opera 
Achilles in Skyros at Moody Performance Hall on Wednesday, Feb. 7, 2018.   (Rose 
Baca/Staff Photographer) 
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