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Art Garfunkel, at Sanders Theatre in Cambridge, Friday night. 

Early in his set at Sanders Theater Friday night, Art Garfunkel admitted that he once applied to Harvard and got turned down. I had to go to Columbia in New York instead, he recalled. Then I slipped downtown and pursued my extracurricular activity: rock 'n' roll. 

Art Garfunkel a rock 'n' roller? Not hardly. His former partner Paul Simon may have rocked once or twice, but Garfunkel is a natural-born balladeer, blessed with that achingly pure tenor voice. Despite his low profile in the past two decades, Friday night Garfunkel did just what you'd hope a '60s music figure can do: He proved that he could look and sound almost exactly the same as before. 

Friday night's show was both an anniversary event for local folk station WUMB and the local debut of Garfunkel's new group - a trio with singer/songwriters Buddy Mondlock and Maia Sharp (he's from Nashville and has written songs for Garth Brooks; she's from L.A. and has done two solo albums). 

Fortunately, the night also gave Garfunkel a chance to sing the best songs he's ever had - the Paul Simon songs from the Simon & Garfunkel era. "Bridge Over Troubled Water" proved that his voice could soar as high as ever. "Scarborough Fair" found Sharp playing Simon's vocal countermelody on soprano sax. 

Between songs Garfunkel proved chattier and funnier than his image might suggest. Noting that Mrs. Robinson takes her clothes off during the current Broadway version of "The Graduate," he noted that "Paul and I used to do that when we played the song `Mrs. Robinson' onstage." It took the audience a few seconds to realize he was kidding. 

The new songs with Mondlock and Sharp were well-crafted, if familiar-sounding, adult contemporary pop, some featuring Garfunkel's first stabs at lyric writing. But the three-part harmonies proved more memorable than the new material. Since Garfunkel and Mondlock have similar high voices, Sharp usually held down the lower, Simon-like parts. 

The night closed with one of Garfunkel's trademark reworkings of an oldie: a silky, slowed-down reading of Jesse Belvin's "Goodnight My Love." Yes, it was originally a rock 'n' roll song - but by the time he got through with it, you never would have known. 
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