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Creating the Boston Folk Festival took many years of struggle and planning, but now the only thing the folks over at WUMB-FM (91.9) have to worry about is the path of a hurricane. 

If Isabel spares Boston, as seems assured at this writing, and the weekend is relatively dry, the Boston Folk Festival should be out of debt by Sunday night. 

The festival entered a financial hole back in 2001, when the event went on as scheduled just one week after the horrors of 9/11. Surprising no one, it was underattended. 

Last September's two-day festival pulled in nearly 9,000 patrons, however. If the weather holds up, this weekend's final festival day on Sunday might attract a capacity crowd of 5,000. Emmylou Harris, Greg Brown, Richard Shindell, Paul Brady, Catie Curtis and Danu headline. 

Tomorrow's somewhat less starry talent roster includes Chicago blueswoman Koko Taylor, Tom Rush, the Tony Trischka Band, Luther "Guitar Jr." Johnson, Kate Campbell, Carol Noonan, the Tarbox Ramblers and traditionalist Joel Mabus. 

It may be the New England festival that best defines the expansive field of modern folk. "So much about this year's festival feels good to me," said Pat Monteith, festival producer and WUMB general manager. "The diversity, the blues, the small stages: This is the folk festival that was on my mind when we first thought of it back in 1996," she said. 

A real folk fest is far more than a succession of name acts on a main stage. At the University of Massachusetts' Dorchester harbor campus this weekend there are such small-stage events as a hands-on blues instruction session; a song and spoken-word event called "Texas Song Theater" with Lone Star State troubadours Denice Franke, Steve Fromholz and Eric Taylor; and an indoor coffeehouse stage for younger, more obscure performers. Musical boat cruises will circle the harbor, Isabel permitting. 

The first Boston Folk Festival songwriter contest will hold its finals tonight at 7:30 p.m., with additional sets by Rush, Mabus and Campbell. (There are five songwriter finalists out of a field of 350: Carl Cacho, Steve Gretz, Siobhan Quinn, Steve Roberson and John Schindler.) 

There's an attempt to present familiar acts in new musical settings this weekend. Harris will appear in a duet with Buddy Miller. Catie Curtis will play with Deb Talan and a full band. 

For information, call 617-287-6911 or go to www.bostonfolkfestival.org. 

JOSH-IN' AROUND: The Josh Ritter media blitz last weekend included a feature story in The New York Times that paired the Arlington resident with the far more famous John Mayer under the heading "Romantics of the Road." Coincidentally, Ritter had quite a bit to say about Mayer when we discussed modern songwriting and commercial image-mongering for a Herald story early this month. He saw no common threads between them. 

"In the end, my songs don't skate by on image. There are plenty of people way prettier than me. But are they still gonna be around in four years? Take John Mayer's songs. Catchy, but they feel vacuous. There's no other side to his songs. 

"The music business can project someone in two weeks as far as I've gotten in three years. But think of the pressure of writing songs that sell a million copies. I don't have to come up with the perfect hook that will extend my career for one more record. It's so cheap and vulgar: fame bought and sold." 

MULTISTAGE CALENDAR: There are plenty of old favorites in the MultiStage fall concert season, including John Gorka and Mary Gauthier (Oct. 3), Ani DiFranco (Nov. 16) and Catie Curtis and Laura Love (Dec. 5). But there are also two notable shows that might be termed rare visits by two old faves. 

On Oct. 19 at Sanders Theatre, Ronnie Gilbert will present a version of her long, controversial life in story and music in "A Radical Life With Song." Gilbert, who joined Pete Seeger and the Weavers in 1947, has worked extensively as an actress. 

On Nov. 21 at the First Church of Cambridge, Rosalie Sorrels comes out of retirement to mark the release of her live album of last year's farewell concert in Cambridge. Call it her second farewell. For information, call 617-661-1252 or go to www.multistage.org. 

LIVE & FAVORED: Bill Staines and Dulcie Taylor at Club Passim in Cambridge, tonight . . . the great Bobby "Blue" Bland at Ryles in Cambridge on Sunday . . . Cape Breton multi-instrumentalist J.P. Cormier at Johnny D's in Somerville on Tuesday. 

Caption: EMMYLOU HARRIS is among the famous performers hitting the Boston Folk Fest on Sunday. 
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