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As executive director of the Boston Folk Festival, Pat Monteith understands what she's up against. Say those two simple words "folk music," and all too many listeners are apt to think of Woodstock, the Weavers, and John Belushi smashing an acoustic guitar against a frat-house wall. 

"People are always trying to define what folk is by an ancient definition," says Monteith. "It's much more diverse that what they think." 

That's the message at the festival, which runs Friday through Sept. 21 at the University of Massachusetts Boston campus. Koko Taylor, a singer known for belting out Chicago-style blues, headlines Saturday with a 5 p.m. set, and country-rock diva Emmylou Harris plays the main stage on Sept. 21. Other performers include the Tarbox Ramblers, Luther "Guitar Jr." Johnson, and the Mercy Brothers, featuring singer Barrence Whitfield and guitarist Michael Dinallo. 

There will also, of course, be plenty of veteran folkies, including Greg Brown, Kate Campbell, and Tom Rush. 

"It's an event I've been looking forward to playing for a while," says Rush, who played his first gig at the now-defunct Salamander coffeehouse near Copley Square in 1961. "I've always had a warm spot for Boston, and it sort of feels like coming home." 

For Rush, folk festivals - and there are more than a hundred every summer across the country - offer a chance to trade stories with other musicians and sell CDs. In Boston, Rush will release "Trolling for Owls," a limited-edition live album featuring what he calls his "funny songs" and stories. The disc is going to be sold only at performances. 

For Monteith, the general manager of WUMB-FM (91.9), the festival is about building a bigger audience for the music. Financially, the event - held for the first time in 1998 - is merely a wash; it costs about $200,000 to put on and generally breaks even. (WUMB did lose $78,000 from the 2001 festival, held shortly after Sept. 11, she says.) Monteith views the event as a success, though, because attendance has grown, from 1,500 to about 9,000. 

"One of our concerns was that folk music appeared to be stagnant, and the audiences didn't appear to be growing," says Monteith. "The idea was to create this to show people what folk music is really all about." 

Still, Monteith couldn't avoid the narrow definition of folk music while getting ready for this year's festival. A sound man noticed that Taylor, best known for her version of "Wang Dang Doodle," was headlining one of the evenings. 

But she plays the blues, the man said. 

The lineup makes perfect sense to Catie Curtis, a Boston-area singer who has released six albums and will perform on Sept. 21. 

"The common thread is that these are career artists who have been making their music for many, many years and have developed a following not through major commercial backing but through the power of their touring and their records," she says. "There's something organic about the sound of Emmylou Harris and Koko Taylor. There's an authenticity, and the instruments tend to be Americana roots instruments." 

Curtis believes it's only right that Boston has its own folk festival, particularly one run by WUMB. 

"It's such a rare station that literally seems to have given no power to commercial forces," says Curtis. "They care only about supporting artists that they feel are consistent with their aesthetic. It's a real nice opportunity for me to play in front of an audience that may not be familiar with everybody on the bill. There are bound to be people who come who are fans of Emmylou Harris and become fans of Greg Brown or me." 

Let us entertain you: Folk 
Dar Williams, Shawn Colvin, Mary Chapin Carpenter, and Patty Griffin. These four have always danced between folk and pop worlds, but their folkie hearts should shine when they perform an entire show in the round, basking in one another's company. There will likely be reams of cynical "Lillith unplugged" and "Lillith-lite" cracks about this national tour, but all these artists are deeply respected by their peers, both in pop and folk, and are among the most influential - and imitated - songwriters of the past 20 years. At the Wang Theatre Oct. 3. 617-482-9393; www.wangcenter.org. 

Kris Delmhorst. Will "Songs for a Hurricane" be the national breakthrough CD this Boston songwriting star has long deserved? She brilliantly blends the brooding, street-smart vibe of the urban songwriter with the timeless sweep of traditional music. More and more, that is defining the contemporary folk-pop sound, and Delmhorst delivers it as well as anyone on the circuit today. At the Somerville Theatre Oct. 18. 617-628-3390; www.songstreet productions.net. 

Joan Baez. On her first studio album in six years, "Dark Chords on a Big Guitar," the original folk diva explores the songs of mature writers such as Greg Brown, Natalie Merchant, Steve Earle, and the late Dave Carter. At the Berklee Performance Center Oct. 11. 617-747-2261; www.greatnorth east.com. 

Ronnie Gilbert: A Radical Life With Song. If you ask the most influential female voices in the '60s folk revival - Baez, Judy Collins, and Mary Travers - who influenced them, they name Gilbert. Her shimmering, sing-out alto led the Weavers to the top of the pop charts until they were blacklisted in the early '50s. Gilbert is also an accomplished actress and bravura entertainer, so who better to star in a one-woman play about her own remarkable radical life? At Sanders Theatre Oct. 19. 617-661-1252; www.multistage.org. 

Chris Smither. His new CD, "Train Home," is a ripe, seasoned masterpiece, full of leathery, wise, and pulsing songs that masterfully blend blues nuance with urban songwriting. His elegiac cover of Bob Dylan's "Desolation Row" is a stunning reinvention. At Arlington's Regent Theatre Oct. 31 and Nov. 1. 781-646-4849; www.regenttheatre.com. 

Sol y Canto. No American group has done more to invite non-Hispanic audiences to share the joys of Latin roots music. Now Sol y Canto is after our children, with a delightful, humanistic family album of pan-Latin songs called "El Doble De Amigos" (Twice as Many Friends). The Somerville Theatre concerts on Nov. 2 are timed for family fun, at 11 a.m. and 3 p.m. 617-876-4275; www.worldmusic.org. 

The Wayfaring Strangers. Led by Berklee string department chairman Matt Glaser, among the country's most respected fiddlers, this band's first CD was a bold, experimental fusion of bluegrass and jazz. But it sometimes felt more like an experiment than a band. On a second CD, "This Train," the music flows with a dark chocolate elegance, thanks in large part to the soft, riveting vocals of rising local star Aoife O'Donovan. At the Somerville Theatre Nov. 15. 617-876-4275; www.worldmusic.org. 

Ellis Paul and Vance Gilbert. These two longtime compadres helped define the Boston songwriting school in the '90s with their canny blend of sleek melodicism, street-smart lyrics, and intimate stagecraft. Their long-awaited duet CD will surprise many with its gentle topicality and folk-pretty sound. At the Somerville Theatre Nov. 22. 617-628-3390; www.songstreet productions.net. 

Arlo Guthrie. More major '60s stars are rediscovering the folk world these days, leaving the ailing underside of the mainstream industry for the thriving subculture of folk indie labels, coffeehouses, and grassroots concert series. Guthrie plays the venerable Club Passim Nov. 3-7 for the first time since its '60s incarnation as Club 47. 617-492-7679; www.clubpassim.org. 
Geoff Edgers can be reached at gedgers@globe.com. 
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1. From veteran folkie Tom Rush (above) to country-rock star Emmylou Harris, the lineup at this year's Boston Folk Festival defies narrow definitions. 
2. Kris Delmhorst is at the Somerville Theatre Oct. 18.
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